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Prologue


Awad Hadi Al-Hayder had only minutes left to live.


He stumbled though the corridors, trying to run but already too broken in spirit to make a genuine effort.  Twice he had escaped and he knew, in his heart of hearts, that no further opportunities would arrive.  Not easily anyway.  Raw panic had rendered him uncoordinated . . . his steps tripping continually over the terror that hammered deep within his heart, crying for attention.  Corners and display cases were now objects to be wildly bounced off of, rather than carefully avoided, and he left a trail of broken glass and wood and crockery in his wake.  His breath was ragged, weak from useless screaming, and the hot tracks of desperate tears mixed with the sweat beading upon his face.


If he were younger . . . if perhaps he had been more careful . . . 


Something inside him wept as a part of him realized he was already thinking of himself in the past tense.  It was all over, with only a few minor details left to attend to.  Minor details such as himself.


Reaching a stair he slipped and tumbled down like a bag of refuse thrown down a chute.  Only a quick desperate grabbing at the railing prevented him from ending up on the floor with a broken neck . . .


And he almost laughed.  Almost.  Death from a broken neck might’ve been more merciful.


The doorway to one of the major galleries yawned open before him and he staggered towards it.  Inside him was still a spark which ached to survive at all cost.  It argued that Someone had to answer all the alarms which had doubtless been set off.  The entire building had boasted practically a regiment of fully-armed and highly trained guards.  But Al-Hayder had seen no one, had encountered nothing in the way of assistance . . .


Finally entering the gallery he froze.


He found the guards.  At least three of them.  Or so he supposed.  He saw the remains of three uniforms lying on the tile floor.  In the soft illumination of the moonlight which was spilling through the large windows he could see that the uniforms had all been damaged as if clawed by flames.  Near the sleeves were the AK-47s which all of the guards had been issued.


There were bodies in the uniforms.  Or something.  The uniforms were filled with vaguely manlike shapes.  But there were no faces, no expressions or hands or anything which could identify the shapes as having once been human, or alive.  Rather the remains of the uniforms covered gently steaming piles of pale gelatin.  As Al-Hayder watched the piles were already melting wetly into slowly growing pools of moisture.


The guards had found something, and had been . . .  blasted . . . for their trouble.


Gasping drukenly, Al-Hayder raced closer and snatched up the nearest of the rifles from the floor.  He checked the action and found that everything seemed to work.  But his despair blossomed as his practiced hands told him the ammunition clip was empty.  The guard apparently had enough time to empty his weapon before he had been reduced to filth.


“Allah,” Al-Hayder whispered sorrowfully.


A hissing sound gradually growing louder behind him.  He slowly turned to see it coming into view, glowing brighter as it gathered unholy radiance all about it.


Nowhere left to go, or to run.


His hands opened and the useless rifle clattered onto the floor.  


“‘Iyyaka nabudu wa iyyaka nasta een’,” his lips murmured, reciting that part of the Al-Fatihah aloud.  The prayer he had not felt obligated to use, or even truly believe in.  Even back when he was . . . he was . . . when he was He on whom the sun rises.


“Thee do we worship,” he whispered feverishly, “and Thine aid do we seek.”


It entered the gallery, rising to its full height.  Fire gathering within its form.  Aiming.


And Al-Hayder’s lips drew back in a final agonizing scream as the sun finally set upon him.
Chapter One: Keeping . . . Both House And Books!

(NOTE: the following takes place a few weeks after the events depicted in “Through A Heaven’s Stormy Rage”.)


The Honorable Miss Felicity Alleluia Beatrix Farnsworth rose from her usual comfortable and trouble-free sleep and stretched deliciously before adjusting herself out of bed.  


“‘But where the morning shows’,” she softly quoted Wingate, “‘beyond the Eastern pale, the mist is warmed with rose --- faint as a blush behind a bridal veil’.”


Adjusting her robe about her she moved to the window and opened the shutters, breathing in a hearty lungful of Malaysian morning air.  Ah yes!  Already the sky was bright beyond the eastern mountains.  Another glorious day.  And plenty to do!


“Villains tremble!,” she resolutely declared to the outside world.  “We are ever closer to your throats.”


On schedule the door to her bedroom opened and Ramon entered to begin his usual chores.  “Another pleasant morning, Missy Farnsworth.”


“Indeed, Ramon, indeed.”


His entry was also the signal for two sleek grey whippets to come bounding in and caper joyfully about the skirts of their mistress’ robe.  “Beauty . . . Grace,” Felicity remarked, fondly petting the dogs.  “Rested well, my darlings?”


“The sleep of the just, Missy Farnsworth.”


“And why shouldn’t they?” Felicity said with a smile to Ramon.  Passing him she went to her closet, opening it and standing there for moments in quiet contemplation.  “I feel today would be best for the . . . plum ensemble,” she finally decided, reaching for an outfit.


“A choice blessed with wisdom, Missy Farnsworth.”  Ramon began his usual task of dusting about the room and then straightening the bedsheets. 


“Ramon!”


“Missy Farnsworth.”


Felicity was back at the window, breathing in the outside.  Already she could hear the sounds of the construction work in full swing.  In with the healthy air . . . out with the bad humors.  “We move ever closer to our goal.”


“Hai, Missy Farnsworth.”


“Soon Mon Repos will not only continue as a center of stable enterprise and goodly work, but will grow into a jewel of virtue.”


“Hai, Missy Farnsworth.”


“We have gathered together heroes . . . warriors.”


“Hai, Missy Farnsworth.”


“Evil doers will soon cower.”


“Doubtless they tremble already, Missy Farnsworth.”  Finding the open book Felicity had been reading before bed, Ramon calmly marked its place and returned it to the nightstand.


“The winds of Justice will ride about this troubled globe.”


“Hai, Missy Farnsworth.”


“We shall strike a blow for what is Right.”


“Hai, Missy Farnsworth.”


“Ramon, I feel . . . I feel . . . I feel positively transformed this glorious morning.”


“Hai, Missy Farnsworth.”


Enraptured, Felicity clutched her hands below her throat.  “Today, Ramon   . . . today I shall make Curry!”


“The heavens weep with joy, Missy Farnsworth.”


* * * * * * *


Soon, properly scrubbed and dressed and everything in place, Felicity moved down the stairs and stepped out onto the wide porch of her estate.  “Come, doggies,” she said to the whippets who slipped eagerly into what they knew as their assigned place alongside their mistress.


Looking about she allowed herself what she felt was a well-deserved sniff of satisfaction.  Mon Repos had certainly come quite a ways from the old days of being simply a collection of ramshackle huts clutching the edge of the Malaysian jungle.  The dilapidated bungalow which she had originally occupied was now replaced with a sturdy two-story residence.  Equally sturdy (and properly Malaysian) bungalows flanked the main house . . . all well-kept and spit-spot!


Plenty of room, Felicity thought to herself.


Far across the broad lawn she could see the rubber processing plant as well as the pepper farming concern, both of which, along with the tin mine, made up the majority of industry on Mon Repos.  But not all, Felicity reminded herself.  Certainly not all.  Not with her promise to the Federation of Malaysian Manufacturers to diversify and also make Mon Repos a future center for Information Technology research and development, as well as providing yet another home for the country’s growing micro-electronics processing industry.


And there were other interests, Felicity reminded herself with a mental hug about her body.  Oh my yes . . . quite a number of other interests.


One such interest was even now approaching the porch, and Felicity’s heart fluttered at the sight of Mike Mercury.  And what maiden’s pure heart wouldn’t flutter at the sight of such a figure, she observed.   Such a stalwart example of manhood.  Straight . . .  proud . . . trim.  Steel true, and Felicity allowed herself a discreet sigh before shaking her head slightly.  If only Jan would step down from the high horse . . .


Well . . . one thing at a time.  “Good morning, Michael dear.”


Mike’s face broke out into a wide grin as he spotted the Lady of Mon Repos.  Once again he envied the part of the Farnsworth-Beaker genetic structure which blessed its recipients with seemingly boundless energy.  “Good morning to you too, Felicity.  Oops . . .  hello Beauty,” he added as one of the whippets jumped closer to plant friendly paws up on Mike’s shoulders.


Felicity peered closer.  “You seem a bit flustered for so early this morning.  I trust all can be easily rendered correct.”


“Hope so,” Mike said, scratching at his head slightly as he consulted a small computer in his hand.  “The Professor and Jimmy are trying to work out new methods for determining rapid detection of contamination and deterioration in Supercar’s fuel tanks, and we’ve been trying to come up with some sort of untried caustic substance to use.  I thought I’d see if the Doc had any ideas.”


“Who, I am patently sure, will arrive at a solution.  There.  Anything else?”


“Well-lll . . .”  Mike’s face reddened a bit.


“Out with it, dear.  The sharpened knife cuts quickest and is healed from soonest.”


“Not a big problem,” Mike admitted half to himself, “but some of the workers you assigned to help out in the base construction are still a little confused as to how this will interfere with their usual schedules.”


He nodded back over his shoulder, and Felicity could now see that one of her foremen, plus several of the Mon Repos crew she had indeed asked to assist with the Big Project, were milling about one of the plantation trucks, talking amongst themselves.


Felicity tsked.  “My fault, I fear,” she admitted to Michael, stepping down from the porch.  “Improvisation has been more of Horatio’s purview than mine.”


“I didn’t mean to . . .”


“Nonsense,” Felicity dismissed with a wave of her hand.  With the whippets flanking her she calmly stepped up onto the flat surface of a large boulder at the edge of the driveway and clapped her hands smartly.  “Gentlemen?  Gentlemen  . . . a word please.”


Mike raised an eyebrow as he saw the foreman and workers leave the truck and immediately assume neat ranks before the boulder.


Felicity eyed them all.  “Now gentlemen, allow me to clarify matters.  You are still on regular salaries while on this detached duty I have outlined earlier.  Not only that, but I shall post notice concerning additional pay and bonuses for those of you so engaged.  You know I am not one to shirk when it comes to the welfare to those of you who have been most loyal to Mon Repos.


“Now all I ask is that we all return to the work at hand and be on with it.  Spit-spot!  No time for dillying or for dallying.”  She made a small shooing motion with a hand.  “Go along now.  No wasting the day God has made for us.”


“HAI, MISSY FARNSWORTH!”


And, as one, the foreman and workers turned and boarded the truck which, moments later, chugged obediently off down the driveway.


“Nice crowd control, Felicity.”


“Well, dear, I didn’t vote Labour all these years for nothing.”  Carefully stepping off the boulder she smiled up at Mike.  “I trust that all will now continue as planned.”


“I trust as well.  I’ll go check and see what the Doc is up to.”


“Do so, dear.  Oh, and we’re having Curry Farnsworth for supper tonight.”


“So much for the fuel tank test problem,” Mike murmured, making a note on the computer.


“Pardon?”


“Just thinking out loud, Felicity.  See you later.”


He wandered off and Felicity, watching him depart, allowed herself another fond sigh.  


Such a dear boy.


* * * * * * *


Doctor Horatio Beaker had acquired the farther largest room of the southern bungalow for refitting into a new laboratory.  There were some among the new Team Supercar who had quietly debated having his workshop so close to the living quarters, but the situation was resolved without conflict by moving more fire extinguishing equipment into strategic locations throughout the bungalow.


Entering the lab Mike paused, his eyes widening.


The Doc had been working fast.  The broad room was now fitted with storage units, long work benches and, as near as Mike could tell, enough equipment to outfit three universities.  The bottles, tubes and assorted glassware of chemical work bubbled merrily, competing for attention with battery and capacitance testers, harmonic distortion meters and other items of potential electrical mayhem the purpose of which even Mike felt hard-pressed to identify.  The high resolution ICP-MS system he had helped unpack seemed to already be at work in one corner, while a microplate reader shared table space with the biochemistry analyzer which was, as far as Mike saw, already sending data over to the computer console on an adjoining desk.  Shelves groaned with the weight of books and overstuffed loose-leaf binders, while bottles and canisters of probably every sort of substance available to the inquiring mind threatened to collapse neighboring cabinets.


“Doc?”


“Ummmm-nnnahhh . . . here.”


The balding head and large questing eyes of Horatio Beaker appeared over the edge of the open door to a large incubator.  “Ahhh.  Mike.  Good morning.”


“Morning,” Mike replied, cautiously moving into the room.  “Had breakfast yet?  Or did you just dive in?”


“Breakfast.”  Beaker’s brow furrowed as he closed the incubator door.  “Mmmm yes.  Breakfast.  I urrmm-ahhh found something in a pantry which I ate before starting.  Ah, yes . . . and some milk.”


If we could only harness this energy source, Mike reflected.  


He suddenly stopped, his eyes widening again at a new sight.  “Hey, Doc!”


“Urmm?  Ah, yes.  My new micro-environment.”


Both men were staring at a huge glass cylinder which stood 

upright at the edge of a table.  It was connected by hoses to a system of cylinders lined along the floor below, and also by wires to what Mike presumed was some sort of monitoring computer.


But the majority of his attention was focused on the contents of the cylinder.  An enormous mushroom dominated the interior.  Surrounding it were various forms of multi-colored fungi, mosses and ferns.


It all had an uncomfortably familiar look to Mike.  “This . . . oh, Doc, this looks like some of the fungus life which was growing on Kyoryo Island.”


“It most certainly is,” Beaker replied brightly, coming closer.  “I urrmmm had Bill Gibson and Jimmy go back to Kyoryo and collect some samples which I am now . . . mmm-gnahhh . . . attempting to cultivate within this container.”


“You sure that’s safe, Doc?  I mean, we all know what sort of effect this stuff has on people.”  (NOTE: see “Through A Heaven’s Stormy Rage” for a more detailed account of Kyoryo and its native fauna.)


Beaker seemed mildly miffed.  “Of course I’m aware.  And certainly I’m taking every sort of mmmm-ahhh precautions in handling the contents of this sealed terrarium.”


“Mind telling me why, though?”


Beaker blinked in surprise.  “Why I thought the answer would be simple.  I mean the biological qualities of the urrrmmm Kyoryo fungi certainly warrant further intense mmm-gnahhh study.  As it were.  The potential for advances in clinical pharmacology alone boggles the intellect.”


Mike continued to eye the container with a less than assured eye.  “You’re not planning on . . . sampling any of this stuff, are you?”


Beaker drew himself up to his full height.  “Sampling?  I should certainly say not.  There exists an entire battery of mmmm-ahhh tests and examinations to carry out before any further steps can even begin to be considered.”


“I’m relieved,” Mike halfway believed.


“Just to start there’re the plant pathogenic species genetic breakdowns to consider.  Not to mention whole genome reconstruction, ascomycetous systematics and evolutionary mapping, analysis of fungal interactions of the entire families of discomycetes native to Kyoryo and molecular detection and identification of ectomycorrhizal and endophytic ascomycetes.  And that hardly scratches at the work which needs to be done concerning the errmmm-gnahhhh host-range and molecular diversity related to the varieties of helotialean fungi I’ve already isolated.  Not to mention setting up computer models for work in neurochemisty and neurocytology.


“And then on Tuesday . . .”


“Talk to you later, Doc.”  Smiling to himself, Mike eased out of the laboratory.  


“Certainly!”


What was that saying about the more things changed . . . ?


* * * * * * *


He walked away from the houses, heading for the (now paved) path which stretched into the jungle.  Out of habit he glanced upwards.  But the sky was clear.  No sign of snooping aircraft.


It had been touch and go for a while.  After the escape from Masterworks, Mike and the others had made a brief rendezvous in Hawaii.  Only long enough to catch their breaths, gather some fuel and make hasty plans.  It had been suggested that, perhaps, safety could be found among some of the Farnsworth holdings in Scotland.  Establish a hiding place among the Outer Islands, for instance.


Felicity, however, had another idea in mind and moved that the group make a run for Mon Repos in Malaysia.  Although a closer destination than Scotland the plan was, at first, turned down.  Mon Repos, it was pointed out with some logic, would be the first place Masterspy would look for Supercar and the others.  But the opponents were, of course, arguing with Felicity and she simply dug her heels in until everyone came about to her way of thinking.


“Besides,” she pointed out mysteriously, “just wait and see what I have.”


And, as Mike walked down the path into the jungle, he nodded once again at Felicity’s sense of wisdom.  Yes, Mon Repos was one of the first places the Masterworks vehicles descended upon.  And yes there were days of enduring searches by what Felicity called “a sad case of the blighters”. 


But Mon Repos stretched out for some 3200 acres, and not all of it could be adequately searched.  Especially not with a large part of it still occupied by dense jungle, including one edge of the Gunung Mulu National Park.  And a thorough search would’ve required more time, and the presence of the Masterworks “blighters” soon began to generate grumblings from the government in Kuala Lumpur.  The fact that at least three members of the current Parliament had had their diapers changed by “Missy Farnsworth” in their youth didn’t help Masterworks in developing a case, and so, with a great deal of complaints, the “blighters” were obliged to leave . . . their departure judiciously accompanied by the Snarks and Su-30’s of the Malaysian Air Force.


It had been close, Mike reflected.


And now . . .


He stopped on the path to stare at the new Supercar Base.


Or old, actually.  Depending upon one’s point of view.  Back in World War II, so Felicity had explained to the others, the Japanese had established a foothold upon this section of Malaysia, wanting to exploit the rubber and tin in the area.  They were eventually driven away, but the fruits of their labor remained.  A cluster of concrete shelters and revetments which had been intended for the storage of vehicles, as well as a warehouse for rubber and tin.  Conveniently hidden now by half a century of jungle growth and within walking distance to a secluded cove allowing easy access to the South China Sea.


“A perfect spot,” Felicity had declared upon first showing it to the others.  She had left the redoubt as it was all these years, never too sure as to what use to put it.  But now, with a new “family” gathered about, its purpose seemed clear.


Mike had to agree.  The place still needed some fixing up . . . and a hive of small cranes, trucks and workers currently buzzed about the exterior of the place . . . but it wouldn’t take much longer to turn the location into a proper setting for Team Supercar.  With some care it could still remain fairly hidden.  An effort was being made to keep the surrounding vegetation as undisturbed as possible.  External communications and such could easily be handled by running connections between the new base and the antennas which Felicity maintained back at the house . . . and the remains of the loading dock which the Japanese had built back at the cove were now being built up to provide a proper quay.  Supplies could be delivered either up from the cove or along the same path Mike now walked.


There was even a “roof door”.  Or the beginnings of one.  Some time back during the war an Allied bomber had made something of a lucky hit on the roof of the main building, knocking a hole in it.  Felicity had promised funding for a “proper” sliding roof door but, in the meanwhile, a large wooden barrier was in place.


Mike took it all in as he now approached what promised to be an interesting new home.


Nodding at some of the workers (and pausing to help in the moving of some bags of cement), Mike stepped through the wide entrance at one end.


Supercar . . . shining and patient . . . waited for him on its pad in the center.  Stepping closer, Mike couldn’t resist a pat upon the sleek form.


“Hello Gorgeous,” he murmured in his best Streisand-as-Fanny Brice.


Looking around he felt that he could almost imagine himself back in Nevada.  There was the air of the original Black Rock base in this building.  There were differences, yes.  For openers, the original Black Rock didn’t have a much wider space beyond the Supercar hangar . . . serving as a home for the Rhino transport vehicle which they had “liberated” from Masterworks.  And there was additional space for laboratories and storage, should the need arise (or if any of the Doc’s experiments required immediate banishment from the house).


But there were also numerous similarities.  A good old fashioned Console Room was in its proper place off to one side of Supercar.  Updated with state of the art equipment, to be sure, but with Professor Rudolph Popkiss holding court inside . . . aided and abetted by the young James Gibson.


Mike walked towards them, noting (not for the first time in recent weeks) how much they seemed to be father and son.  Jimmy was clearly the Professor’s protégé, and Mike had to remind himself that the youngster he had once known was now a qualified engineer in his own right.


They now noticed his approach and he entered the Console Room.  “I saw the new cables being unloaded outside,” he told them.  “I think we’ll have full electrical capability by the end of the day.”


“Ach, dot is good, Mike.”  Popkiss settled back in his chair and stretched.  Mike watched him carefully.  The oldest of the Team, Popkiss had been the source of some private worry.  The years of being under Masterspy’s yoke had aged the man horribly.


By comparison, though, the “Big Escape” to Malaysia, plus the work at establishing the new Base, seemed to have carved years off of him, and Popkiss looked as if he was firmly into his second wind.


Next to him, Jimmy Gibson leaned against the main console and grinned.  No problems there, Mike reflected.  Back in the lap of adventure after years of stagnation alongside the Professor.  Now he was in the midst of piracy and skullduggery, and it was just the sort of tonic the Gibson frame of mind craved.


Mike returned his cheerful nod.  “Heard from Bill?”


“He said he’d be back from Singapore in time for supper,” Jimmy said.  “Was talking about a surprise for all of us.”  He looked down at a sudden source of hooting and reached with an arm to assist Mitch up onto the console.  “I didn’t think he meant just for you, Mitch.  But we’ll see.”


The monkey seemed unconvinced and acted as if positive the promised “surprise” was meant for his consumption alone.  As if having a new jungle to play around in . . . as opposed to the Nevada desert . . . wasn’t enough of an improvement.


Popkiss now poked at a computer keyboard.  “I suppose, then, ve could dispense mit further vork on automation retrofitting until after the cabling is completed.  Und Berta still has to finish mit her own installations.”


That was what tickled Mike’s brain.  He looked around.  “Y’know, I don’t think I’ve seen much of the Rhinemaiden in the past few days.”


“She’s been setting up shop down the hall,” Jimmy explained with a nod over his shoulder.  “We found what we think was the old fuel depot for this place, and Bert decided it would be perfect for the computer center.”


“Oh?”


Following his ears, Mike left the Console Room and moved down a side corridor.  He could now clearly hear a pounding noise not associated with the construction work going on outside.


WHAM WHAM WHAM WHAM . . .


Following some thick cables he soon reached a large circular hatchway in the floor.  A thick metal hatch had been opened and locked back, and the cables disappeared down into the darkness below.  The hammering noise came from within.


WHAM WHAM WHAM WHAM . . .


Mike stopped at the hatchway and paused, biting his lower lip in thought.


Something had happened to the young Dr. Berta Karsendorf.  Or perhaps “blossomed within” would be the better term.  In throwing her lot in with Team Supercar, Berta had apparently allowed herself to cross not only an ethical Rubicon, but a mental one as well.  She was still a shy little thing, but there were more and more moments when something else bubbled to the surface of her personality.  Cute . . .  or scary.  Mike couldn’t quite make up his mind which.


Case in point: along with the cables which fed into the hatchway . . . as well as a sturdy metal ladder which led down . . .  a large bright pink party balloon hung suspended in the air above the opening, connected by a string which led down into the darkness.


WHAM WHAM WHAM WHAM . . .


“Berta?”


WHAM WHAM WHAM WH . . . “Vot?”


“It’s just me.”


More silence, and then Berta’s small elfin face popped up into view.  “Oh yah!  Herr Mercury.”


“Mike,” he corrected softly.


“Yah!”


“Um . . . everything okay down there?”


“Oh yah!  Everythink good.  The parallel processors are almost in place.  The bandwidth vill be up der wazoo soon.  I’m just managink mit der communications engine.  All I need to do ist try to improve der low latency path to der local memory.”  The little brow pinched in self-concentration.  “I figure six point four GB/s local memory bandwidth per processor . . . or more than one byte per FLOP vill be sufficient.”


Mike slowly nodded.  “Ummm, yeah.  Sounds good.”  Did the Beaker family tree have a branch in Germany, he wondered.  He’d have to ask Felicity.


Berta had disappeared again down into the darkness and, within a few moments, the pounding resumed.  WHAM WHAM WHAM WHAM . . .


“Berta.”


WHAM WH . . . and the little face once again appeared in the hatchway.  “Yah?”


“Just wondering.  Does it bother you to be working down in an underground concrete bunker?”


“Ach, nein.  I’m German.”  With a sunny smile at Michael she popped back down.  WHAM WHAM WHAM WHAM . . .


Definitely more scary than cute, Mike concluded.  For the moment.


* * * * * * *


Jan Farnsworth had awoke and partaken of a late breakfast to find the house empty except for the servants, and the patiently smiling Ramon who announced that “Missy Farnsworth was up and about”.


Everyone was up and about, she sourly remarked to her reflection in the mirror.  Try as she could, the professional mask she usually pasted upon her expression deteriorated into a petulant frown.  


OK, she reminded herself, so Auntifel was one of those people who skipped out of bed with all cylinders firing.  Come to think of it . . . everyone in this new “Team” had a bad case of the Busies.


A small voice inside her remarked that, rather, it was a problem at the other end.  Jan shook the thought out of her head and rummaged about in the closet, looking for clothes.


Naturally not a thing suitable for working in the Malaysian climate, she grumbled.  Not that there was all that much to do . . .  not until more of her wardrobe arrived from England.  Jan had more than a little suspicion that her stay in this part of the world would be an extended one.


Finding a light shirt and matching pants, she made some sort of attempt at fitting herself into what she felt would be a useful sense of attire.  That, plus a pair of black walking shoes, made her feel at least able to step outside.


Well . . . at least there’d be Auntifel to spend the day with.


Or so she thought until she stepped out onto the porch to see 

her aunt walking by, whistling cheerfully and, along with her usual clothing, sporting a pair of Carhartt lined overalls and carrying what seemed to be an overstuffed tool box.


“Good morning, Jan love,” Felicity said, pausing to smile at her niece.


“Auntifel . . . what are . . . where are you going with all that?”


“Roky and some of his lads need some help with some of the ground fault circuit interrupters at the Base.  I thought I’d lend a hand, and then check the water heating systems.”


“Can . . . are you all right with that?”


The older woman raised an imperious eyebrow.  “Oh my dear!  Sometime you must ask Ramon to tell you about how we once field-stripped and repaired a rubber powder agitator . . . and neither of us with so much as a roll of duct tape.  Ta!”


Resuming her whistling, Felicity continued on briskly down the path towards the Base.


Base.  Jan silently mouthed the word, wondering if she would come to loathe it.


And it was in such a state that Mike, having passed Felicity on the path, found her (having missed Felicity’s discreet crossing of her fingers as she noted his direction).


He slowed as he spotted the younger Farnsworth on the porch.


And why was that, he wondered?


OK, so they had started off badly.  Some rough words here and there.  But she had more than thrown her lot in during the adventure on Kyoryo.  Not to mention afterwards.  In spite of this, however, there was something which was still creating a space between them.  An odd sort of feeling which, seeing her standing on the Mon Repos porch in the shirt and slacks, tended to whirl around inside of him.


All right, Mercury, he said to himself.  Let’s go ahead and get it out in the open.  She’s smart, beautiful, brave, beautiful, loyal, beauti--


He shook his head.  Too convenient, he reminded himself.  Too too convenient.


None the less he managed a friendly face as he drew closer.  “Jan.”


She gave him a careful nod.  “Mike.”


Damn it, they were acting as if they’d been thrown into a dance class together by their parents.  Mike knew this had to stop.  But how?


Fortunately it was Jan who spoke up.  “I guess you’ve been busy as well.”


“Who hasn’t?”


A sigh.  “Well, for openers . . . me.”


“Oh.”


Jan stepped off the porch, coming closer.  At least Mike was intelligent enough to understand the situation.  Or seemed to be.  At least there seemed to be a brain behind those large, dark eyes.  “I sort of feel like a fifth wheel around here,” she admitted.  “I mean, even Auntifel has things to do.  As if running this plantation wasn’t enough.”


“She’s a fireball all right,” Mike agreed.  He thought for a moment.  “Well     . . . let’s see.  Do you know anything about avionics?”


Jan sighed again.  “No.”


“Computer or communications hardware?”


“I could maybe handle software, but Berta seems to have that in hand.”


Mike glanced back over his shoulder at the path Felicity had taken.  “How’re you on basic electrical maintenance, or plumbing?”


A touch of early frost entered Jan’s voice.  “Presume that I’m fairly illiterate in that respect,” she said, crossing her arms.


Mike, feeling the ice beginning to crack beneath his skates, knew he was heading for danger.  But there was no choice left.  “Can you cook?”


The frost became a glacier.  “Like a goddess,” Jan hissed.


“Ah-hhhhhh . . . right.  So.  I guess maybe you could check with Ramon about . . . lunch.”  Mike felt as if he was signing his death warrant, and Jan was slipping on a black hood.


For her part, Jan continued to freeze.  “I shall attempt to do my best,” she said in clipped tones and, turning, walked back into the house, her back straight.


Mike stood there, lowering his head and staring down at the ground.  


Open up, he silently asked.  Just open up and bury me right now.


* * * * * * *


“Lunch,” Jan said tautly to herself, marching into the house.  “Lunch!”


“It will begin to be prepared soon, Small Missy,” Ramon answered from an adjoining room.


Jan turned arctic eyes upon him, and Ramon immediately shivered and decided that perhaps it was time to do Something Else Very Far Away.


“Lunch,” she repeated.  “I’ll give him Lunch.”  She stalked down the hallway.  “Law degree . . . conversant in several languages . . . and it’s Jan making the Lunch!”


She suddenly realized she had taken a turn into a darkened room and paused, gathering her temper into something she could control.  She turned to leave . . .


And then turned back to take a closer look at the room.  It seemed to be a storage area, but then she realized it was meant to be an office.  Perhaps the place where Auntifel handled the plantation accounts, but Jan knew such work was done in another room of the house.  Sometimes even on the porch.


A desk and table occupied the room, and both were piled with packages similar to the ones which were salvaged during “The Big Escape”.  Some of them had been opened, and Jan could clearly see that they contained what appeared to be books.


And ledgers.


Curious, she stepped closer and began examining some of them.  Most curious.


Yes.  Ledgers regarding fuel expenses.  Lab equipment expenses.  Lists involving necessities for maintaining Supercar and related gear.  Chewing a fingernail, Jan leafed through one of the books.  Ah-hhh . . . catalogs for known distributors.  Letters from suppliers in several countries.  


Oh my goodness.  Files on letterheads of various agencies with numerous governments.


And some of these figures.  When was the last time any of this had been dealt with?  Were some of these accounts still outstanding?


Reaching over the desk, Jan turned on a lamp, pulling several of the books closer.


No, she told herself.  No.  First I need my computer.  And a pencil, or pen.        


Her mind whirring she went upstairs to where her laptop waited.


* * * * * * *


Bill Gibson had raced the sun back to Mon Repos, and he was now surrounded by the others as they left the Base to return home for supper.  An arm around the shoulder of his younger brother, he was holding court with Mike.


“This contact I met has an arrangement with a dealer in Kaohsiung,” he said.  “He says the plane can be repaired for under thirty grand.”


Mike whistled low.


“And that dock you people are putting back together down there would be perfect.  We’d have absolutely no trouble at all.”


Mike glanced over to where both Felicity and Beaker were quietly listening.  “I’m not saying it’s a bad deal, Bill.  In fact it sounds like a good idea.  But if we’re gonna talk financing then perhaps we need to remember that we’re dealing with Farnsworth and Beaker money here.  And . . .”


“A lot of it is, mmmm-ahhhhh, tied up in present work,” Beaker said.


Felicity idly played with a loose grey curl on her head.  “A lot of my overhead is currently in flux, Bill dear.  Not that it’s a bad idea, as Mike points out,” she rapidly added.


“Yeah, well . . .”


“Well what?”


It was Jan who had spoke and everyone suddenly noticed her striding resolutely towards them.  She was carrying a hand computer, a large legal notepad and a bright light in her eyes.


“Hello Bill,” she said briskly.  “Uncle Horatio . . . these additives you and the Professor used for the aviation fuel for Supercar.  Were they exclusively available only from your American distributor?”


“Urrmmm-gnahhh . . .”


“Because I need to see your notes.  I think I might be able to find them in reasonable quantities . . . and deliverable rates . . . much closer.  Please deliver the exact components to me as soon as possible.”


“Mmmm-ahhhh, Jan . . .”


“This outstanding invoice from Niigata Cryoprocessing,” Jan continued, consulting the notepad.  “I mean really, Auntifel.  We should have seen to this immediately.  I may have to fly to Niigata soon to speak with Mister Kajiwara concerning an extension.  I think he’s too useful a local contact to have on our bad side.”


“Why, yes Jan, but . . .”


“And Bill?  Mister Gibson?  You had something in mind?”


Bill suddenly felt as if he was fighting a hurricane.  “Ahhhh . . . I was just telling Mike here that I had a line on a used Grumman Albatross.”


He paused and Jan looked up.  “Continue.”


“Ah-hh, yeah.  I mean, even though we have Supercar and the Rhino, I thought it might be a good idea to have a less ‘visible’ aircraft available.  We could use it to ferry supplies, and perhaps raise extra funds by operating it as a local charter.”


Jan stared down at her notes, tapping her chin with the computer.  “Used,” she considered to herself.


“Thirty thousand to make it flyable again,” Bill added hesitantly.


Jan ceased tapping.  “No good,” she said, shaking her head.


“Yeah, but . . .”


“I mean it might be more economical, in the long run, to simply purchase a newer Albatross in much better condition.  We could also consider your Albatross, but only as a source of spare parts.”  Jan rapidly tapped notes into her computer.  “Come see me in my office later, and we’ll discuss arrangements.  I presume your pilot’s license is in order, by the way?”


“Ah . . . yeah.”


“I’ll review it with regards to local requirements.  In fact, I’ll want to review everyone’s licenses,” and here she favored Mike with a stern look.  “I want to expedite smooth translation to local laws and such.”


“Yes ma’am,” Mike murmured.


“Berta.”


The young girl almost snapped to attention.  “Yah?”


“I’ll want immediate upgrades on a list of business and management software packages as soon as possible.  I’ll provide you with a list after supper.  Also make wireless Internet a priority throughout this place.  I want complete coverage.”


“Yah!”


“I think that’s it for now,” Jan said, looking at the small screen on her handheld.


“Then we can continue on to the house,” Felicity said.  “I need to start the curry.”


“Medical supplies,” Jan suddenly said.


“Pardon?”


“Just thinking out loud, Auntifel.”  Turning she headed back towards the house, mumbling to herself.


The others watched her outpace them.  “Who was that Masked Man?” Bill asked.


“I don’t know,” Mike slowly said, “but I’m beginning to see why lunch wasn’t delivered.”


“Is this what’s called a coup?” Jimmy asked, watching Jan move off.


“No dear,” Felicity replied, a small smile on her face as she regarded her niece.  “In truth, I think this is called forming a team.”

Chapter Two: Discovery At Dinner!


Evening at Mon Repos.


Mike had long ago concluded that Felicity must’ve acquired some form of clairvoyance.  How else to explain one woman living for years in a house possessing not only numerous bedrooms, but a dining room large enough to comfortably seat everyone?  He had especially been suspicious when learning on how Felicity had often taken her meals on the veranda, or in her own room.


So the available space at the plantation somehow meant she had foreseen an eventual arrival of more people under her roof.


Of course it could’ve all been explained away by stating that, on occasion, members of the Beaker and Farnsworth clans met at Mon Repos for bouts of hilarity, fellowship and overall familial reunion.  But Mike, stepping into the dining room, had his secret doubts.


Especially as he once again regarded the dining table.  The room had already possessed one, “But it was so ordinary,” Felicity had explained when she ordered Ramon and several other husky gentlemen in her employ to cart it away and replace it with the piece of furniture she had “joyously located” in Singapore.


A round table.  Admittedly a handsome thing composed of solid oak.  Large enough to comfortably accommodate the eight people now residing within the household, as well as whoever might drop in.  Possessing a Lazy Susan in the center to expedite the distribution of food.  Surrounded by matching sturdy chairs.


Simple in its elegance, innocent . . . and the whole arrangement screamed “Arthurian Legend” to Mike.  All it needed to complete the image was to have the Doc dressed up as Merlin, and a sword stuck in the boulder outside the house.


Accident?  Mike was beginning to believe less and less in “accidents” where Felicity was concerned.


But the overall setup (Mike was finding himself using the word more and more while at Mon Repos) admittedly possessed an undeniable charm.  The dining room occupied the western end of the house and was surrounded on three sides by large screened windows which allowed the scent of blooming angsana and frangipani to sometimes waft through.


The entire affair might’ve even been called peaceful if not for the bustle currently taking place.  Felicity and Ramon (now wearing the requisite starched whites of a cook) were hurriedly moving in covered dishes and placing them on the turntable, which was already dominated by an enormous Wedgewood tureen heaped high with the formidable concoction known as Curry Farnsworth.


Mike eyed the tureen, felt his stomach attempt some acrobatics and quietly took his place at the table.  Protocol was something still up in the air at the plantation.  The Doc had patiently explained to Felicity on how meals at Black Rock had been mostly casual affairs, so there was no need (for which Mike was grateful) to descend to dinner in black tie and tails.


For her part Felicity, wanting to insure domestic tranquility within her new “family”, decided that, within certain restrictions, manners and modes of dress would be left to individual taste.  “Although I do insist on a modicum of elegance,” she added, casting an eye on the female members of the group, both of whom had quietly gulped.


(And woe betide anyone who did not bathe thoroughly . . . and Felicity meant Thoroughly . . . before coming down to eat.)


In regards to the preparation of meals, Mike had been amused to see Professor Popkiss sticking his nose into the spacious and well-equipped kitchen at Mon Repos.  Felicity had been scandalized until she had learned how, back at Black Rock, it was common for the team members to take turns in cooking.


“Well,” she had concluded after some thought, “I can concede the point.  And I know Horatio is adept at making curry.”


So matters of organization were still under construction, but Mike had no doubt that he would eventually be called upon to demonstrate his own culinary skills.


Of course, he silently reminded himself, if we could all survive the Curry Farnsworth  . . .


With a bit more fuss and bother everyone was soon settled around the table and, after Jan took her turn at delivering Grace, the business of tucking in was underway.


For her part Felicity beamed at the sight of her family . . .  both actual and de facto . . . gathered about her.


A few small adjustments to attend to.  “Berta dear.”


“Yah?”


“I believe we had a discussion already concerning wearing propeller beanies at the table.”


With a small growl Berta reached up to remove the offending item of clothing.


“Eat up everyone,” Felicity declared, “eat up.  A pleasant meal at the end of a pleasant day.”


Everyone began doing so (the faithful Ramon at parade rest nearby), and Mike, Doctor Beaker and Bill dutifully switched on their hand computers to resume their reading.  Felicity was not disinclined to the idea of reading while eating, herself believing that a well-turned word was an aid to digestion.  And as long as those who were reading still managed to contribute to any polite conversation which was going on while at the table she would turn a blind eye to such activity.


She was also mindful of the fact that Mike, Horatio and Bill especially needed the time spent in perusing the printed word.  All three of them had missed the previous eight years . . . Mike while in his time warp, and Horatio and Bill while on Kyoryo . . . and Felicity had taken it upon herself to see that the gentlemen “caught up” on the world they had been separated from.  She had even gone so far as to prepare lessons and examinations should they become necessary.


A small frown slipped across her face as she helped herself to the teapot.  Not that there hadn’t been some unexpected results.  When the “lessons” had begun, and after their first session, Felicity had asked Mike, Horatio and Bill if there was anything in particular they needed clarification or further expansion upon.  “Politics?  Science?  Economics?”  A pause.  “Sports?”


All three men promptly turned in lists of movies they wanted to see.  With a sigh Felicity took the requests to Berta (who had elected herself Downloading and Online Rental Officer for the Team).  To add insult to injury, Berta had added her own list to the others.


Felicity, knowing when to bend, decided to let matters settle themselves out.  She did mention to Jan to add popcorn to the household budget.  And she made a mental note to find out what all the fuss was concerning this “Orlando Bloom” person who figured so prominently on Berta’s list.


Her thoughts were interrupted by a sudden hooting, and she looked up just in time to see Mitch perform a perfect landing upon the table, his hand already reaching for the fruit bowl.


“Mitch,” Jimmy cried out.  “You’ve already got a plate of nuts and fruit over at your table.”


The monkey managed to look contrite while, at the same time, slyly reaching for the sliced durian.  


“Behave yourself,” Jimmy continued.


Jan . . . who had also been reaching for the fruit . . . allowed a slow burn to pass before trusting herself to speak. 


“I am aware,” she slowly began, “of the regard everyone has for Mitch.  I happen to think he’s rather . . . colorful . . .  myself.  But can someone at least try and keep this gorilla off of the table during meals?”            


Felicity made a mild shooing motion at Mitch who, having acquired several choice items from the fruit bowl, made a hasty retreat, his exit accompanied by barking from a pursuing Beauty and Grace.  “You really should adopt a more patient attitude, dear,” she gently said to Jan.  “Animal appearances around here are quite common.  And in any case, I feel it’s rather indiscreet to refer to Mitch as a ‘gorilla’.  We’re all educated adults.  I’m sure everyone knows the difference between a monkey and a gorilla.”


Jan couldn’t help but note how all the men at the table suddenly seemed very interested in their food.


“Mike?” she asked.


His head snapped up.  “I had trouble sleeping, okay?  I couldn’t tell one thing from another.”


Her eyes widened.  “I was only going to ask if you’d pass over the prawns if you were finished with them?”


“Oh.  Okay.  Sorry.”


“All this talk about animals reminds me,” Felicity said, heaping more Curry Farnsworth onto her plate.  “Mike, dear, have you spent much time in the jungles?”


“Ah-hhhh, quite a bit.  Including here,” he added with a smile.


“Indeed.”  Felicity calmly added some roti jala to her plate.  “Not wanting to cast doubts on your level of knowledge, but I would advise a bit more care.”


“Oh?”


“You had mentioned spotting some loose cable near the edge of the clearing earlier today?”


“Sure.”


“It was actually a cobra, dear.”


“Oops.”


“‘Oops’ indeed.  Fortunately, though, Roky is more familiar with cobras than he is with electrical cable, so no mishap occurred.”


Chagrined, Mike helped himself to curry and telur belada, having found himself becoming rather fond of the dish of spicy hard-boiled eggs.


Glancing across the table he noted how Berta had lowered her face until only her eyes peeped above the edge of the table.  Those eyes were now cautiously studying the curry.


“Dig in, Bert.”


“It’s shteaming,” the girl murmured.


“Local spices which enhance the overall experience of the dish,” Felicity proclaimed.


Mike nodded.  “Yeah.  Admittedly the first bite is the most adventurous.  Taking it is like being hit by a V2.  After that, though, the second bite it . . .       well . . .”  He became thoughtful for a moment.  “Well, actually, the second bite is also like being hit by a V2.”


Felicity was all ready to mildly admonish Mike for his opinion on what she felt was a durable and nutritious example of cooking . . . and then she saw how Jan was hiding a giggle behind a raised hand.


Ah, well!  Anything which signaled cooperation between those two was not to be interrupted at any cost.


A few drops of coconut milk had spilled onto the table next to her plate, and Felicity idly let her fingertip use the drops as ink to help in drawing out future plans.  The wedding could take place on the lawn outside during the dry season, she considered.  Jan would look absolutely stunning in her great-grandmother’s gown.  And Father Graydon could perform the ceremony . . . not to mention the inevitable christenings a year or so down the line.


“Auntifel?”


Blinking, Felicity looked up at her niece.  “Yes?”


“Just wondered if canary was somehow included on the menu.  Because you look as if you just swallowed one.”


“No dear,” she said, returning to her planning.  “At least not yet,” she added in a lower tone.”


For reasons which they couldn’t explain, Jan and Mike glanced at each other, the both of them feeling as if a goose had stepped over their graves.  Jan was about to cautiously inquire further when her uncle, for the first time since dinner started, spoke up.


“Oh I do say!  Oh!  This is indeed most tragic.”


For his part, Mike continued eating calmly.  Years of experience had taught him that, with Doc Beaker, “most tragic” covered everything from an asteroid about to end all life on Earth, to the Cubs finishing in the cellar again.


None the less: “What’s the problem, Doc?”


“It would seem there’s been a mmmmmm horrible death of sorts in Baghdad.”


“And this is news how?” Jan muttered.  She tried to keep her voice low, however, reminding herself how much her uncle had been out of the loop in regards to world events.


“Listen,” Beaker said, raising a hand, his eyes fixed on the screen of his computer.  “Several people were found killed under mysterious circumstances within the Iraq National Museum in Baghdad.  Among the ummm-gnahh victims was Awad Hadi Al-Hayder.”  He stopped reading and looked up at the others expectantly.


He was met with a table full of open stares.


“Awad,” said Michael.


“Hadi,” said Popkiss.


“Al-Hayder,” finished Jimmy.


“That was his real name,” Beaker explained to the others.  “When we encountered him he was mmmmm using the name he had adopted after he was ousted from the gnahh Assyrian Patriotic Party . . . Mustapha Bey!”


That got a reaction, Jan noted as she saw how the men were suddenly electrified at the news.


Jimmy was nodding vigorously.  “Yeah, I remember him.”


“Der Talisman of Sargon,” Popkiss added.


“I’m afraid some of us aren’t as well-educated as the others,” Jan said.  “If someone could supply a condensed version, please?”


Mike turned to her and explained how, early in Supercar’s career, the team had prevented Masterspy from making off with a legendary object of reputed power (NOTE: see the original Supercar episode “The Talisman Of Sargon” for complete details).


“Vot a neat story,” Berta said when Mike was finished.


Jan, however, was still piecing it together.  “Hold it a moment.  The Talisman . . . an emerald as big as your palm . . . and you guys gave it back?”


“Oh my yes,” Beaker said.  Picking up his computer he tapped at the keys.  “Mmmm-gnahh Berta . . . I trust you’ve linked these to our main files?”


“Oh yah!”


“Here it is,” Beaker announced.  “I made several careful scans of the object when it was in our possession.”


Wiping her lips with a napkin, Jan left her seat and moved around the table to peer over Beaker’s shoulder, staring at the image on the small high-resolution screen.


“That emerald has to be . . .”


“An estimated errmmmm 1819 carats.”


“And you guys just let it go?”  Jan was still staring at Beaker, but her expression suddenly altered.  “Michael Mercury . . .  you had best not be sitting behind me, rolling your eyes and making mental comments wherein the word ‘Female’ is used in a belittling manner.”


“No ma’am,” Mike quickly said, freezing his eyeballs in place.


“It was hardly their property, dear,” Felicity gently pointed out.


“I know that, Auntifel, but . . .”


“Ve returned it to the authorities in Baghdad,” Popkiss said.  “Ve felt they would know best how to dispose of it.”


“And errr-mmmm, in terms of value, the stone was actually of gnahhhh poor quality,” Beaker added.


Jan straightened up.  “Oh?”


“Numerous impurities throughout the stone,” Beaker informed his niece.  “Chemical traces which wholly violated its mmmm monetary worth.”


“So all the Iraqis got was, essentially, a pretty piece of green glass,” Mike said, searching for more eggs.


Looking thoughtful, Jan returned to her seat.  “The thing is, I saw the Talisman years ago when I made a trip to Baghdad.  I just wasn’t aware you guys had been the ones who’d recovered it.”


“Dot vas back when ve vere still in our ‘secret’ phase,” Popkiss told her.


“Tell me about it,” Felicity added.  “I had to be dropped into a swamp before I even heard of Supercar.”


Mike noticed how Beaker was still examining his screen.  “And Mustapha Bey was actually killed at the Museum?” he asked.


Beaker was nodding.


“What about the Talisman?” Bill asked.


“No report,” said Beaker, “other than to say that the Museum was ahhh-mmmm somewhat ransacked, and authorities were currently taking inventory.  Most curious.”


“Curious?”


“The news account says Al-Hayder and several guards were killed under ‘mysterious circumstances’, but does not reveal how.”


Mike looked around the table, locking eyes briefly with Jimmy, Popkiss and, finally, Beaker who finally lifted his face to meet his expression.


“Maybe ‘Friend Masterspy’ has been feeling nostalgic,” Mike commented.


“Ermmmm perhaps, Pilot.”


“Vy would Mastershpy go after a useless emerald?” Berta asked.


“It was more than that,” Jimmy told her.  “The Talisman had significant influence.  Whoever possessed it supposedly possessed ‘all wisdom and power’.  Isn’t that right, Doctor?”


“An admirable recitation, Jimmy.”


“And maybe Masterspy might think having it would give him some inroad into the unstable situation there,” Bill said.


Mike nodded to himself.  “Then that’s it.”  He looked over at Beaker.  “I think a return to the scene of the crime is in order.”


“I would quite agree, Mike.”


“With Supercar we could be at the tomb in two to three hours.”


“I’m ready,” Jimmy replied, backing his chair away from the table.


“Not this trip, Jim.”


Jimmy froze, his eyes narrowing at Mike.  “What?”


“This may be hairy, and we’ll need you and Bill to prep the Rhino in case we need immediate backup.”


“Oh.”  Mollified, Jimmy sat back down.  “Okay.”


“Berta can ride shotgun in the Console Room with the Professor in case we need you guys.”


“Hokay,” Berta chirped.


“Ho . . . ho . . . ho . . . Hold It!”  With her hands Jan managed a fair approximation of a “time out” signal.  “Everyone just sit still.”


Everyone just sat still.


“This ‘tomb’ you two are getting ready to jet off to.”


“The tomb of Sargon,” Mike explained.


“In Mesopotamia,” Beaker added.


“Uh huh.”  Jan slowly nodded.  “In Mesopotamia.  Iraq . . . Syria.  That sort of Mesopotamia?”


“In I think . . . errrmmmmm.”  Beaker consulted his computer.  “It’s now called Khursabad, formerly Khorsabad, which used to be called Qarqabhal.  The ancient resting place of Sargon!”


“And the two of you are thinking of just flying in there?”


“In and out,” Mike told her.  “Quick.  Just like that.”


“Just like that.”  The expression on Jan’s face was best described as “dangerous”.  “Are the two of you out of your . . . .  minds?”


Mike and Beaker glanced at each other.  “We know the situation in that area is bad, Jan,” Mike told her.


“Bad?”


“We intend to be careful,” Beaker assured his niece.


Jan was making small choking sounds, her face reddening.


“Men must plan and women must weep,” Felicity pronounced.


“Oh I’ll weep,” Jan said in a low threatening voice.  “I’ll weep when I have to explain to several different governments . . . as well as their trigger-happy military representatives in the area . . . why we’re violating several no-fly zones.  And I’ll really weep up a storm when I have to arrange for the shipment of two bodies back here for burial.  I’ll cry big time.  I’ll boo hoo for months!”


Mike was smiling.  “You care, Counselor.  I’m touched.”


“I care about you two idiots being shot down.”  She fought to bring herself under control.  “Just wait a moment.  Please.  Just a moment.”


She once again stood up.  “I’ve got some connections with some of the agencies currently operating in the region.  Let me just make a few phone calls and this whole business can probably be cleared up.  I swear.”  Shaking her head she left the dining room.


Only to come back a moment later.  “I mean, Uncle Horatio reads an obituary in the news and you people are ready to just jump into Supercar and fly off,” she told the others.  “If we could just keep our feet on the ground for a few moments.”


Muttering low she once again left the room.


A few moments, and then Mike turned back to Beaker.  “So we just pack for the trip to Iraq.  Shouldn’t need much.”


“I should urrrmmmm think not.  Berta?  May I trouble you for a scanner with which to use with this computer?”


“Oh yah!”


“Jimmy ve should begin fueling and pre-launch,” Popkiss said, moving away from the table.


Jimmy was nodding, “Not to mention doing the same to the Rhino.  And we need to upgrade the Clear-Vu files.”


“Ach, yah.  Berta can help.  Bill, I’d vant you at der Rhino controls for der pre-launch.”


“On it, Professor.”  Grabbing a final satay from his plate, Bill rose from the table and, accompanied by Jimmy, left to head for the hangar.


Felicity was beside herself with excitement.  This was what it was all about.


Still . . . she reached out and touched Beaker’s sleeve.  “You will take every precaution, Horatio?”


“Why of course.  Foolish question.”


“Besides,” Mike commented.  “The situation in Iraq can’t be any worse than what Jan will do when she finds out we’re going anyway.”

Chapter Three: Return To The Tomb


“Incoming,” shrieked Berta.


Everyone in the hangar looked up as Berta quickly ducked into the Console Room, dropping into a low crouch alongside Popkiss.  A few moments passed and then Jan appeared in the doorway.


She took in the sight of Supercar being prepared for flight and calmly nodded.  “‘O heinous, strong and bold conspiracy!’”.


“Richard II,” answered Felicity, who was busily recoiling the fuel line.  “Act five, scene two.”


“Scene three,” corrected Jan, entering the hangar.


Mike stood up in Supercar’s cockpit.  “Jan . . .”


She raised a palm for silence, moving closer to the vehicle.  “Presuming that this superannuated day care facility is being run as a democracy, I imagine I will have to face the occasional moment where I’ll be outvoted,” she said.  “I just want to state, for the record, that I’m opposed to this trip.”


Mike continued to watch her, then swung himself out of the cockpit and slid down the hull onto the hangar floor.  “Well, I admit to being surprised.  I halfway expected you to come in here breathing fire.”


“Yah,” added a dim voice from within the Console Room.


“Not where flammable material is present,” Jan replied.  She leaned casually against Supercar’s hull, and Mike could clearly see that, although she was upset, her expression was dominated by something which was overriding whatever anger she might’ve brought with her.


“Counselor?”


“I made the phone calls I said I would,” she said to him.  “I tried to speak with a member of the staff for the Third Armored Cavalry Regiment in Baghdad, as well as some connections I had in the U.S. Embassy there.”


“”Tried’ to speak.”


Jan nodded.  “All of a sudden I’m talking to someone whose voice had ‘military intelligence’ all over it.  He didn’t give his name but he began asking some very pointed questions as to who I was and what was my interest in the death of Al-Hayder.”


She now had the attention of everyone else in the hangar, including both Jimmy and Bill who were leaving the chamber where the Rhino was berthed.  Doctor Beaker stood up in Supercar’s cockpit while Popkiss and Berta joined Felicity.


“Apparently,” Jan continued slowly, “there’s something going on in Baghdad which has got a lot of official toes stepped on, as well as quite a number of important elements stirred.  I didn’t get too much out of my contacts before Mister Important took over the line, but I did find out that a special US Army Technical Escort Unit had been dispatched to examine the museum where Al- Hayder died.  I did a little research on the Internet and have enough information to suspect that this particular unit is trained in what’s euphemistically called ‘unconventional radiological events’.”


Mike turned to his nearest dependable translator.  “Doc?”


“It would seem,” Beaker replied, “that there’s an mmmm question of some sort of gnahhh radiation weapon having been employed in regards to Al-Hayder’s death.”


Jimmy softly whistled.


Mike mulled it over before turning back to face Jan, noting that her eyes had gone rather large.  “Well.”


“But you and Uncle Horatio aren’t going anywhere near Baghdad, are you?”


“We’re heading back to Sargon’s tomb, like we planned.”


“I can’t say I’m overly thrilled,” Jan admitted, “but why the tomb if Al-Hayder was killed in Baghdad?”


Mike stepped aside, “Take it away, Doc.”


“The Talisman of Sargon was found in Sargon’s mmmm tomb,” Beaker explained to his niece.  “I feel, and Mike concurs, that if any further clues exist then they might be located there.  On our initial visit some years back we were ah-hhhhhhh inescapably prevented from conducting a thorough investigation by the presence of Masterspy.  This time, however, ummmm Mike and I plan to carry out a more deliberate course of research.”


Jan grimaced.  “I don’t know.  It all still sounds dangerous.”


“It is,” Mike agreed.  “Probably and possibly so.”


Jan’s eyes grew larger.  “Then why . . .”


“We’re involved, Jan,” Mike explained.  “We’re partly responsible for the Talisman being loose in the first place.  If Al-Hayder was killed because of it . . . if this mysterious ‘thing’ that killed him is somehow our fault . . . then we’ve got to see to trying to set it right.”


A bit of Jan’s usual fire returned to her voice.  “You make it sound so easy.  So normal.”


“I’m sorry, Counselor, but I can’t put it into terms you’d prefer.  I mean, where do you figure up Honor on a balance sheet?  What’s the going rate for Virtue on the stock market these days?”


The fire heightened.  “Don’t make me out to be so callous, Mike.”


“I didn’t mean----“


“I know, I know.”  Jan calmed down.  “I just . . . just . . .”


“You’re just worried about Mike and Horatio,” Felicity offered from the other side of Supercar.


Jan glanced sharply at her aunt.  “Don’t you start,” she muttered.  


“I haven’t even begun,” Felicity said with a small smile.


Jan stared hard at the hangar floor for several moments, her hands on her hips.  Then, with a shake of her head, she sighed and walked to the Console Room.  


“Remain in regular contact,” she said aloud.  “Jimmy and Bill will be ready with the Rhino in case you need help, but try not to need it.”


Mike watched her go, trying not to grin as he imagined a halo floating over the brunette head.  “Yes, ma’am,” he said softly, turning to re-enter Supercar.


Bill, Jimmy and Felicity stepped back against the hangar walls as Mike settled in alongside Beaker.  Sealing the cockpit he reached for the controls.  “Pilot to Console, ready for take-off.”


In the Console Room Popkiss nodded.  “Ready to charge engines.”  


“Charging port.”


The hangar began filling with the sound of Supercar coming to life, and Mike watched the instruments.  “Five thousand . . . nine thousand . . . ten thousand . . . eleven thousand . . . fourteen thousand . . . fifteen thousand!”


“Interlock on.  Ready to fire!”


“Fire One!” and Felicity tried not to jump too high as the port engine cluster responded with its telltale burst.  


“Charging starboard,” Popkiss announced, “Und you’re safe, Felicity, as long as you’re behind the yellow line.”


“Just startled a tick.”


“Six thousand,” Mike intoned.  “Nine thousand . . . thirteen thousand . . . fifteen thousand.”


“Interlock on.”


“Fire Two”, and this time Felicity kept her feet firmly on the ground as the starboard engines briefly rocketed.  


Mike looked at Beaker.  “Back in the saddle again, Doc.”


“Oh quite, Pilot!”


Picking up a megaphone, Popkiss got up from his chair and opened the door of the Console Room.  “ROOF DOORS OPEN,” he shouted through the megaphone as loud as he could.  A pause . . . and then the thick wooden shield which covered the hole in the hangar ceiling began creaking as it slowly slid aside.  From a distance could be heard the sounds of the two ten-man teams who were outside the building busily pushing the shield on its rollers.


A portion of the cement remains of the shattered roof broke off and fell to shatter loudly a foot or so away from Supercar.


Everyone stared at it wide-eyed.


“Okay,” Jan announced.  “The roof door gets construction priority.”


“Oh quite,” Felicity added.


Mike moved his hands to the thruster controls.  “Half thrust vertical,” he announced.  With a responding hiss, Supercar gradually lifted off of the floor, moving up towards the night sky. 


Felicity watched it go.  “‘O for a Muse of fire, that would ascend the brightest heaven of invention’,” she joyously proclaimed, waving at the departing vehicle.


“Vot she said,” added Berta.


Jan watched as Supercar flew out of sight and, once the sound of its main thrusters began fading into the distance, she tapped Berta on the shoulder.  “Move over,” she told the younger girl and settled down in front of a computer terminal.  Okay, she told herself.  It was done and they were off.


And she knew, deep down, there’d be tons of work to attend to.


* * * * * * *


“Actually,” Beaker was explaining, “Sargon wasn’t quite a Sumerian.  He was an Assyrian who took the name of Sharra-kinu once he managed to mmmmmmm usurp the throne in 722 BC.”


For the umpteenth time Mike quietly wished someone had thought to install a CD player in Supercar.  Not that Beaker wasn’t altogether a boring traveling companion, but . . .


“What do you think of this business Jan found out about some sort of radiation weapon?” he asked, breaking into Beaker’s archaeological reverie.


Beaker, able to mentally multitask as quickly as most people could blink, was hardly insulted by the change of subject.  “It has been on my mind as well, Mike.”


Along with several dozen other subjects, Mike silently added.


“It all seems a bit errrmmmm dramatic, as it were.  I mean, to employ such an infernal weapon must be labeled as mmmm overkill.”


“But, in our absence from the scene, laser weapons have been developed.”


“True,” Beaker admitted.  “But what we’ve seen have been more adapted to use in mmmm aircraft.  Large-scale.  What happened to Al-Hayder smacks of something different.”


Mike nodded.  “But does it smack of Masterspy?”


“You have your doubts?”


“I don’t know.  I can see Masterspy still wanting the Talisman.  But I think the reason we’re both heading for the tomb, instead of Baghdad, is that we both have a suspicion something else is at work here.”


“Quite.”


Supercar slipped through the night sky, crossing the Indian Ocean and the southern part of the subcontinent before making a northwestern turn as it passed over the Arabian Sea.  Mike had discussed Supercar’s course with Beaker and, considering the unstable nature of the part of the world they were entering, felt it was prudent to avoid as much land as possible.  “Although,” Mike added, “I’d just as soon avoid the Persian Gulf altogether and take our chances over Oman and Saudi Arabia, making it into Iraq from there.”


He traced out his planned course on the Clear-Vu display and Beaker nodded.  “Fortunately,” Beaker said, “the nature of Supercar’s design and gnahhhh its operational characteristics render it naturally stealthy.”


Beaker’s remarks were as good as his word as Mike flew Supercar on up into Arabia, dropping as much altitude as he felt safe so as to give them an added edge over the various radar systems which were continually painting the region in hostile electronics.


Eventually they slipped into Iraqi airspace, and Mike kept as close to the eastern mountains as possible, turning only when they neared Irbil and soaring west towards Mosul and the remains of Nineveh.  


Finally, with only a few hours left before dawn, Mike reduced speed as they approached an area of the desert dotted with hills and dry river beds.


“Reference 3815, old system,” Mike announced.  “There’s the gully we used before.”


Beaker nodded.  He was using a pair of AN/PVS-5 night vision goggles to stare out the cockpit.  “And I can see where the tomb was located,” he said.  “So far, Pilot, we seem to have the place all to mmmmm ourselves.”


“Makes me wonder if Al-Hayder ever revealed the whereabouts of the tomb,” Mike said.  He touched the communicator.  “Supercar to Base.”


“Base to Supercar,” Popkiss replied.  “It’s just Jan and myself for the moment, although Jimmy und Bill are sleeping in der Rhino.”


“We’re landing near the tomb.  So far so good.”


“Berta found me a military air traffic website before she went to bed,” Jan broke in.  “Both of you watch it.  You’re skirting several no-fly zones as it is.”


Despite himself, Mike glanced up into the sky, almost expecting to see fighters diving down at them.  “We’ll try to keep it simple, Counselor,” he said.  “Landing now.”


Keeping a watch on the Clear-Vu display, Mike gradually brought Supercar down to a careful landing between the walls of the shallow gully that had shielded them during their first visit to the area years ago.


As he shut down the engines Beaker took over the Clear-Vu, scanning the area.  “Definitely no sign of other vehicles,” he said.  “And radar scans show no aircraft in the immediate vicinity.  Satisfactory . . . most satisfactory.”


“Almost too good,” Mike remarked as he opened the cockpit.  “But, then again, I guess all the action is in Baghdad.”


“We shall soon see, Pilot.”  


Equipping themselves (including an additional pair of night-vision goggles for Mike), both men slipped out of Supercar and, after Mike had sealed the cockpit, began moving as quickly as possible out of the gully and across the desert.  Their destination was a low hill eighteen meters away. 


The hill hugged an enormous rock outcropping which, at first glance, seemed to be little more than several immense boulders leaning against each other.  But Mike and Beaker moved to an innocent looking narrow cleft between two of the boulders.  Working carefully they squeezed themselves through the cleft.


As before, the cleft soon widened into a comfortable opening.  Before the two men yawned a large opening that was dark even with the aid of the goggles.  They could just barely make out the ancient stone steps which descended down beneath the hill.  The entrance to the tomb of Sargon.


Mike and Beaker silently moved down the steps, finally entering the tomb itself.  Around them enormous stone pillars struggled to keep the weight of the hill in place above the chamber they found themselves in.  All about was the smell of dust unaccustomed to being disturbed.  Something fluttered out of the shadows to escape up the stairway and to the outside.


In the center of the chamber the carved stone sarcophagus of Sargon lay stretched out on its long dais.  The sarcophagus had once no doubt been meant to provide an accurate depiction of the ancient king, but the centuries of weathering which had made its way down into the tomb had erased most of the features, leaving only a hint of what the complete image once was.


Still prominent, however, was the open mouth on the face of the stone figure.  Beaker immediately went to it and slipped his hand in.


“Now we’ll see if it still works,” Mike remarked softly.


Beaker continued reaching within the mouth of the stone figure.  Then there was a loud click, followed by a low rumbling which echoed throughout the chamber as, slowly, the sarcophagus slid aside to reveal yet another series of steps beneath it.


“It would seem,” Beaker said, “that Sargon’s mmmmm engineers, were worthy of their pay.”


“Quite,” agreed Mike. 


He then looked down and froze.  “Doc!”


Beaker was already starting down the steps but stopped to look back.  “Yes?”


In answer Mike pointed down at the floor.  The footsteps which both he and Beaker had made in the dust were clearly visible . . . as were a pair of even larger footsteps which could be seen moving away from the sarcophagus and heading in the direction of the stairs to the surface, up to the point where they had been disturbed by Mike and Beaker’s own movements.


Beaker leaned forward, the goggles on his face making him appear insect-like as he studied the marks.  “Oh.  I say.”


“Me too,” Mike added.  “How big . . .”


“Judging from the mmmmerrrrr size of the print, I would caution to speculate a figure measuring some gnahhhhh eight feet in height.”


Mike made sure the communicator on his belt had been switched off.  The last thing he needed right now was for Jan to somehow hear how they had discovered evidence of an eight foot tall whatsit in an ancient tomb.


“Your call, Doc.”


“I would suggest, Mike, that we proceed as carefully and as quickly as mmmmm possible.”  With a final look at the prints, Beaker turned and resumed his descent into the lower level.  Mike followed, pausing only long enough to unholster his M9 pistol.


When he reached the bottom of the steps his attention immediately went to the pedestal where the Talisman had once been.  It was still empty, the seemingly durable cushion of reeds and animal skins the only thing marking where the emerald had once been.


A sudden flare of brightness, and Mike blinked before lifting the goggles off his face.  Beaker had switched on some light sticks and had removed his own goggles so as to work better.  He was already busy with a hand computer, using a scanner attachment to carefully examine the numerous pictures, carvings and writings which covered the walls of the chamber.


“Circumstances,” he pointed out to Mike, “prevented us from gnahhhh doing this before.  This time, however, I plan to thoroughly record the contents of the mmmm walls for further study.”


Mike silently nodded, his eyes slowly taking in the chamber and every sense alert.  The first time they had been down here they were more interested in getting out and, as a result, hadn’t taken too much time in exploring their whereabouts.  Now, however, he felt more of a need to copy Beaker’s attitude and try to learn as much as possible.  


Especially given what they had found in the upper chamber.


He pulled the communicator off his belt and switched it on.  “Mike to Base.  Are you reading?”


No reply, and Mike moved back to the stairs to try again.  “Mike to Base.”


“I’m afraid the mmmm layers of rock are shielding all attempts at contact,” Beaker said as he continued moving the scanner up and down the walls.  “We may have to wait until we’re finished before we can call the others.”


“Yeah, and it’d better be fast.  I bet Jan’s already screaming at Jim and Bill to get moving.”


Beaker responded with a nod.


Mike continued wandering around the chamber, heading further into the rear.  “Doc?  Bad news.”


“Oh?”


“Our tall friend was also down here.”  Mike slowly followed the trail of giant footprints, taking a light stick and snapping it into activity so as to see where the prints originated from.  “Oh!”


“Mmmmm?”


“Doc you might want to look at this.”


“In a moment, Pilot.  I’ve located what seems to be a peculiar series of pictographs which have an uncomfortably familiar appearance about them.”


Mike sighed.  “One more time, Doc.  You definitely want to look at this.”


“Oh very well, although I find your impatience sometimes a bit beneath my usual impression of your professional . . . Oh I Say!”


“Yeah, I sort of thought you would.”


Both men were facing a mound of crumbled stone.  Beyond it could be seen a huge alcove cut into the wall.  For the most part it was simply an empty cavity.  But on the floor was clearly indicated a pair of footprints which, by now, had become unpleasantly common.


And against the far wall of the alcove, directly behind and above the footprints, the unmistakable outline of a giant human figure.


Beaker moved closer, a light stick in one hand and the computer in the other.  “Curious.  Most curious.”


“I’m beginning to suspect Masterspy less and less,” Mike said.  “And color me crazy, but I almost wish I was wrong.”


“A significant discovery,” Beaker remarked.  “It would seem as if the errrr-mmmmm alcove was shielded by this stone, which them crumbled away to reveal its contents.”


Mike eyed the giant outline.  “Bigfoot.”


“Don’t be flippant, Pilot,” Beaker gently admonished.  “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation to all of this.  Ah!”  Beaker moved to where a nearby wall was covered with inscriptions.  


“Yes-sssss.  Doubtless these cuneiform figures will explain the details behind all of this.”


“This gonna take much longer, Doc?  I can feel Jan going bald from here.”


“Curious,” Beaker murmured.  He was running the computer scanner over the last few lines of inscriptions on the wall.  “This final word.  I don’t have my notes with me, so I can’t make a clear translation.  ‘Aroused’?  ‘Begun’?  No, that’s not it.”


A sudden beep came from a device on Beaker’s belt and he pulled it free to examine it closely.


“Oh most curious.”


“Doc, my subscription to ‘Curious Weekly’ is going to expire soon---“


“It would seem, Mike, that this particular area of the chamber is ah-hhhhhh radioactive.”


“What?”


Beaker slowly turned about, still watching the device.  “Errmmmmm quite.  Registering a definite increase in background radiation in this spot.”


“Time to go,” Mike announced.  “Next stop: Malaysia and nervous lawyers.”


“I would concur,” Beaker slowly said, returning the device to his belt.  “I have a sufficient recording of the carvings and such for study.  And, with this new development, I suspect a further presence here would be mmmmgnahhh most disadvantageous.”


“Or, putting it bluntly, let’s boogie.”


“Bluntly put indeed.”


Returning the goggles to their eyes the men moved back up the steps.  Sealing the sarcophagus entrance behind them they quickly went back up into the opening and,  slipping through the rock cleft out onto the desert, began trotting back towards the waiting Supercar.  


Already the sky was lightening to the east and Mike tried his communicator once more.  “Mike to Base---“


“About time,” Jan’s voice crackled through.  “Where in God’s name---“


“We’re finished at the tomb,” Mike explained, “and we’ve got quite a bit to report.  We’ll be taking off soon.  If the Professor’s still awake---“


“I can get him.”


“---or if Jim’s available, have someone plot us as rapid a direct course back home as possible.”


A pause over the air.  “Is it bad?”


“We’ll soon see.  Talk to you later when we’re airborne.  Mike out.”


Mike suddenly noticed that Beaker was gazing off into the distance.  Mike looked in the same direction and saw a column of dust.


“Someone’s coming.”


“Never mmmmm rains, but it pours.”


“Stole my line, Doc.  Let’s go.”


Picking up the pace both men soon jumped into the gully and clambered into Supercar.  Mike, recalling how their takeoff years ago from the spot had been delayed due to clogged intakes, breathed a silent prayer as he began operating controls, bringing the vehicle to life.


But the improved intake system worked like a charm and, within moments, Mike had the engines up and running.  “Hang on, Doc.  Full boost vertical.”


Doc was working with the Clear-Vu but nodded as Mike throttled the lifters and sent Supercar rising rapidly into the air.


“Mike!”


“What is it now?”  Mike looked at the image which Beaker had produced on the Clear-Vu.  He felt as if he could swallow his heart as he saw eight tanks in desert camouflage racing across the sands.


“Are those . . .”


Beaker nodded.  “And they’re rapidly closing.  I make them out as three British Chieftains and five American M1A1 main battle tanks.”


Mike looked off towards the distance.  He could now just see the tanks which were causing the dust column.


“OK . . . who tattled?”


“Errmmmm, I do not believe, Mike, that we are their objective.”


“Then what . . .”


Mike was still watching the tanks as flashes suddenly began spouting from their guns.  He instinctively gunned Supercar’s throttle, sending it racing on through the air.  But, instead of shells whistling about them, massive explosions occurred at the stony hill near the gully.


“They’re attacking the tomb,” Mike said.


“Destroying it, rather.”


Mike forced himself to turn his attention to the flight controls.  If the tanks had spotted them, and relayed their position . . . “But why?”


“I do not know, Mike.  I am just as mystified as . . . oh!  Now who’s a fool?”


“Doc?”  Mike glanced over and saw that Beaker was studying a new image on the Clear-Vu screen.  He had hooked up the hand computer to the input function, and the screen was showing a close-up of some of the inscriptions from within the tomb.


“That final word I couldn’t immediately decipher,” Beaker slowly said.  “I’m not entirely sure, to be certain, but I feel I have a mmmm close enough approximation.  The word isn’t ‘aroused’ or ‘begun’ or even ‘discharged’.”


“Well c’mon, Doc.  What is it?”


Beaker turned large eyes to Mike.  


“‘Activated’.”

Chapter Four: Doomsday Device


It was the middle of the afternoon when Supercar returned to Mon Repos and its anxious residents.  Beaker, clutching his precious computer full of notes, made a beeline for his laboratory, but Mike managed to drop the word "radiation" into the initial conversation, and the good Doctor suddenly found himself faced with a resolute Felicity pointing a stern finger towards the room which served as a dispensary for the plantation.


"My dear Felicity---"


"March!" declared Felicity.  Her eyes flicked elsewhere.  "And you too, Michael.  I see you attempting to scurry elsewhere."


Both men resigned themselves to a thorough going-over by Felicity ("apologies, Mike.  I certainly was unaware you were so ticklish down there").  It was only through Beaker's insistence that the radiation he and Mike had encountered in the tomb had been well below a total body exposure of 100 roentgens that prevented Felicity from promptly loading the both of them onto a transport and sending the both of them to Tokyo for specialized treatment.  
"None the less," she exclaimed as she put her instruments away, "I shall insist that the both of you remain abed and quiet for a period of time while I watch for signs of diarrhea, vomiting, blistering and other forms of nastiness."


"Oh.  We having curry again?" Mike asked.


"And that will be quite enough from you, Mister Mercury.  Spit spot . . . off to bed."


"Can I at least have---"


"No, Horatio!"


"---my cuneiform notes?"


Felicity tapped a foot against the floor.  "I shall allow one slender tome from your lab, Horatio.  But if you argue with Nursie too much more then enough shall be enough.  I assume you want some restful reading material as well, Mike?"


Mike still felt he was in dangerous waters from the curry crack, and meekly went upstairs to his room, soon followed by an equally contrite Beaker, his nose already deep within the pages of a 

textbook.


* * * * * * *


Late the next afternoon Felicity reluctantly decided that her charges were well enough to leave their beds, and Beaker was off like a shot to his lab.  She had, none the less, taken a small precaution and sent blood samples from both men to an outside lab for analysis.


"We shall cross our fingers," she confided to the others, "and hope the Farnsworth luck holds firmly in place."


"And the Mercury luck?" Jan asked.


"It has worked so far," Felicity admitted, although quietly pleased that Jan was showing some concern.


For his part, Mike spent the day helping Popkiss and Jimmy check out Supercar, and describing what he and Beaker had seen while in Iraq.  Felicity, Jan, Berta and Bill sat within earshot.


"By the way," Jan had pointed out, "there'll be no repercussions from your visit.  I checked my sources and, while there was mention of an `oddly-colored Condor' spotted in the region, no 

one's put two and two together yet."


Mike nodded, closing the inspection cover for the EMH powerplant.  "That's something, at least," he said, rewinding the wires on the test unit.  "What gets me is the tomb being shelled.  Why?"


"And I thought you guys were the only ones who knew about the tomb's existence and location," Bill remarked.  "I mean, you and Al-Hayder, who's dead.  How could a military force find out where it was?"


"One other person knew," Popkiss said darkly.


Mike slowly nodded, turning towards Popkiss.  "Masterspy."


"He could've revealed the tomb's location."


"But why have it shelled?  If that's what he was after?"  Mike was shaking his head.  "If any of this is due to Masterspy then it's making less and less sense."


"Und how do you figure zis radiation you und Beaker discovered?"


"Not to mention this business of a giant?" Bill added.


"Unfortunately," Mike said, slowly exhaling, "those sort of answers are more liable to be found by the one member of the team who isn't in this room right now.  We'll have to wait until the Doc surfaces."


"And God only knows where his explanations will lead," Jan said.


"I know," Mike nodded ruefully.  "That's why I said `unfortunately'."


* * * * * * *


Evening was falling by the time Beaker finally allowed entrance into his laboratory.  The atmosphere was rather like entering a theater, with everyone either quietly finding seats or (in 

rare instances) empty spaces on lab tables to perch upon.  Even Beauty, Grace and Mitch felt the mood of the others and trooped in, with Mitch settling comfortably alongside Jimmy while the dogs rested their heads in Felicity's lap.


For his part Beaker nodded at the others before returning to what was presumed to be some final work on a problem he was working out on a computer.  It gave everyone time to note how every marker board in the room had been covered (and, in some cases, scribbled out and re-covered) with cuneiform markings, translations, lines, diagrams and mathematic equations.  Apparently Beaker's research had also involved geography as a globe of the world, several maps and plotting equipment was also seen.  


With a final murmur to himself, Beaker straightened up and, wiping his hands on his lab smock, faced the others.  "Well," he began.


"Do not say `I suppose you have all wondered why I've gathered you here'," Mike gently suggested.


"I was going to do no such thing," Beaker replied with some amount of dignity, "although I am relieved to see all of you here."


From the back Bill crossed his arms and settled more comfortably in his chair.  "This didn't sound like something we should miss, Doc."


"Mmm-gnahhh . . . indeed."


Felicity was watching her cousin with the narrow eyes of a hawk.  Beaker seemed drained, but by fatigue or discovery it was hard to say, and her fingers lightly brushed against the medical kit she had managed to secrete within the folds of her dress.


"I have managed to make some mmmm discoveries of a most monumental nature," Beaker began, "and I fear we are confronted with an nnnnnn situation of some extreme peril."


"Ze floor ist yours, Beaker," Popkiss prompted.


Beaker nodded half to himself.  "Yes, well . . . we must first begin with history.  As you know, Sargon usurped the Sumerian throne in 722 BC."


"Ve didn't know dot," Berta piped up.


"I was the one you told, Doc," Mike added.


"Oh.  Yes.  Quite.  Well . . . Sargon had hoped to expand and mmmm consolidate his empire, but even he knew that he would eventually errrr-mmmmmm die.  The question remained then as to how to 

maintain his empire once that happened."


"Usually through heirs," Jan said.


"Usually," agreed Beaker.  "But it would seem that Sargon had little faith in his descendants.  Even more so, he had somehow managed to acquire an alternate method of consolidating his gnahhh legacy."


Reaching over, Beaker touched a button on his computer.  An image appeared on a large display surface mounted over in the corner.


Mike nodded.  "The Talisman."


"Indeed," said Beaker.  "As Jimmy reminded us some time back, the Talisman was the key to all wisdom and power."  He turned to face the others.  "But what wisdom?  What power?"


"It was just a worthless flawed emerald," Jan said.


"And that," said Beaker, "is where I made my supreme error.  Look closely."


Returning to his computer, Beaker began pushing buttons.  On the display the Talisman slowly expanded until everyone was staring closely at one portion of the emerald's edge.


"Look carefully," Beaker instructed.


Everyone did and moments passed before Jimmy bent over to whisper something to Popkiss.  "I think you're right," Popkiss remarked.


Beaker looked up.  "You see it?"


In answer, Popkiss stood up and moved for a closer view.  "Some of those markings," he said, pointing at the display.  "Ze impurities ve found in the emerald."


Beaker was nodding excitedly.  "Keep going."


"Vell, in looking at zose . . . und then lookink over at your translation work on the boards here . . . I vould say some of der markings resemble fragments of cuneiform."


"Precisely," Beaker said.  "I must say, Professor, you've lost none of your touch.  And Jim is quite errr-mmmm perspicacious as well."  He turned back to the display.  "What we have been passing off as impurities within the emerald are, in fact, fragments of cuneiform lettering."


Mike sighed.  "Okay, I'll be the one who asks.  Why fragments?"


"Simply put, Pilot, it is my mmmmm theory that the Talisman is much more than just a simple emerald.  It is, in fact, a complex mechanism."


"Mechanism?"


"Precisely."  Beaker turned back to the computer and tapped a key.  On the display the image now shifted to show the entire Talisman, only this one was a computer-generated line drawing.


"Watch."


As the group watched the image of the Talisman slowly became animated, the entire emerald slowly separating into a system of thin sheets.


"I took the opportunity to mmmm re-examine the original crystallography scan I made of the Talisman years ago," Beaker explained.  "I didn't realize it at first . . .


Now who's a fool was the thought mentally added by several in the room.


". . . but now I believe that what we thought was an entire emerald is, in fact, some twenty-seven sheets of beryl fused together in some unknown way.  Each of the sheets have been marked by fragments of cuneiform lettering."


Another button pressed, and now the thin sheets began slowly rotating.


"I must conclude," Beaker said, "that when the emerald is somehow ah-hhhhhh manipulated in some way, the fragments line up to form complete cuneiform words.  Hence the admonition that the Talisman is a source of wisdom."


Bill slowly whistled.


"Any idea what the embedded words mean, Doc?" Mike asked.


"Errrmmmmm . . . no," Beaker admitted.  "None of the scans which I made when we originally had the Talisman were clear enough for me to try and decipher what the Talisman might say when it is in the correct gnahhhhh configuration.  And, given the number of markings, I must conclude that there are a total of mmmmmmmm two thousand seven hundred and eighty-five possible permutations."


"But Doc what does it do?" Mike insisted.  "And how does it fit in with the radiation we found at the tomb?"


"Und Bigfoot," Berta added.


Beaker sighed.  "For that we must turn to the markings I found on the walls of the tomb."  He went over to the marker boards.  


"I had mentioned how Sargon determined to keep his empire intact.  Failing that, I believe it was his intention to see that certain steps would be errrrmmmm taken.  Everything depended upon the Talisman remaining in the tomb.  Sargon felt that, if it was removed, then that would be a clear sign that his empire had suffered a severe setback.


"Removing the Talisman, I believe, set into motion an undeniably horrendous process."


"What do you mean?" Jan asked.


Beaker turned back towards them.  "Simply that, if Sargon's empire somehow fell, then no one and nothing would be allowed to supplant it."


"Beaker," began Popkiss.


"All wisdom and all power, Professor," Beaker told him.  "I now believe that Sargon meant it literally, and that he had somehow managed to fashion something in the way of a . . . gnahhhh . . . a doomsday weapon!"


The words caused silence to take hold within the room for a few moments.


"But Doc," Mike slowly said, "we're talking about a civilization over two thousand years old.  How much of a doomsday weapon could Sargon have made?"


"Precisely my own worry," Beaker replied.  "Normally I would share your mmmm doubts on the matter.  But the additional discoveries we made in the tomb seem to gnahhhh indicate that some sort of system beyond our comprehension is currently at work.  And I fear it is at work on a highly global scale."


"How do you mean?"


Beaker turned again to the marker boards.  "As I've interpreted these diagrams, I've come to ahhhhhhh realize that Sargon's device . . . whatever it might be . . . is composed of three separate components.  The Talisman is, of course, the control mechanism.  The other two components have been gnahhhh scattered throughout the globe."


"The Sumerians traveled worldwide?" Jimmy asked.


"I did not say I had all the answers," Beaker replied.  "But my interpretation of the tomb carvings would indicate such.  The three components, when apparently joined, would form some sort of terrible weapon."


"A radiation weapon," murmured Jan.


"Indeed," Beaker said.  "It would appear as if mmmmm parts of the device are already in operation."


"What about the other components?" Mike asked.


"Ah, now that is interesting."  Beaker went over to the globe.  "I have calculated that one of the components originally lay somewhere in ah-hhhhhhh Central America."


"Central---"


"And the other component lies somewhere in China."


Everyone in Beaker's audience looked at each other.  "Doc, I still can't get over how an ancient culture could've managed all of this," Mike said.  "I know I'm a Doubting Thomas---"


"But I have all the evidence I need to be convinced," Beaker declared.


"I don't want to step on your know-how, Doc, but what do we do?  I mean, what would our next step be?"


"I would think that would be patently obvious.  Failing to locate the Talisman, our next step would be to urrrmmmm-gnahhh locate the other components."


Mike nodded slowly.  "Search all over Central America and China for a pair of Sumerian whatsits.  Sounds like a full day's work."


"Vait vun moment," Berta said.  "Doctor Beaker . . . you said vun of the components vas originally in Central America."


"Quite."


"Meaning it's not there anymore?"


"Even so," Beaker said with a nod.  "In point of fact I suspect it is mmmm, considerably closer and quite within reach."


"What is it?" asked Jimmy.


"Vere is it?" added Berta.


"Note this diagram here," Beaker said, indicating a system of lines, circles and cuneiform markings on a board.  "They describe in perfect detail the physical nature of the second component.  It is, to be precise, an obsidian disk measuring some eighteen point four centimeters in diameter and, I firmly believe, was in the possession of the mmmmmm Aztecs until the sixteenth century."  He turned to give his audience an expectant look.


Felicity finally shrugged.  "I'm afraid, Horatio, I'm as much in the dark as before."


"Nonsense.  You've seen it often enough.  Or should have since, if I recall correctly, you were once on the board of the British Museum."


Felicity's mind ticked over for several seconds before a light dawned on her face.  "Dee's Mirror!"


"Oh my God," Jan said.  "I remember seeing it dozens of times at the Museum."


"Quite," said a satisfied Beaker.


"This is what happens when you're not born in England," Mike began.


"Doctor Dee's magic mirror," Jan said, turning excitedly to Mike.  "Dee was the astrologer for Queen Elizabeth the First.  He practiced the occult and used several objects to help him in his 

work.  One of the objects was an obsidian mirror---"


"Originally taken from the Aztecs," Felicity finished.  "And the mirror was supposed to possess---"


"Unusual properties," Beaker slowly said.


"And this dingus . . . this mirror . . . when brought into contact with the Talisman," Bill began.


"Forms two-thirds of Sargon's mechanism," Jimmy murmured.  "Doc . . . the dimensions of the Talisman.  Would the diameter be . . ."


"Precisely eighteen point four centimeters."


Mike sat back in his chair.  "To coin a phrase: QED."


"Quite!"


"Then our next move would be the British Museum."


"I am ahead of you in that respect, Pilot," Beaker said, moving to where the telephone was located.  "It should still be mid-afternoon in London.  I was intending to call the Museum and speak with my old friend Professor Symonds, one of the curators.  Stubby should be able to help."


He began placing the call.


Mike turned slightly towards Jan.  "Y'know, if it was anyone else but the Doc I'd say this was a lot of swamp gas.  But he's come up aces before."


"And there's all that other business you and him found in the tomb."


"Yeah.  This is starting to put the hinks on me."


"Courage," Felicity murmured.  "We shall yet persevere."


"I love your faith, Felicity."


Beaker frowned at the phone.  "Curious.  Most curious."


"Problem, Doc?"


"I have the mmmmm number for Stubby's office at the Museum.  He should've responded by now.  But he hasn't answered."


"Maybe he's involved with something."


* * * * * * *


Professor Stuart Clark Symonds heard the ringing of his phone.  He ignored it and continued clawing at the window of his office, working desperately to force it open.


Behind him the door suddenly shattered inwards as if from an explosion.  Symonds was caught in the blast and almost knocked senseless.


But he maintained enough consciousness to hear the hissing sound slowly growing in intensity.  Bleeding . . . his clothes torn from the blast . . . he managed to peek over the edge of his desk and witness what approached.


"No," he breathed.


But there was no answer except for the increased tone of the hissing.  And now Symonds was caught in the intense glow as a fiery radiance began gathering in the doorway.


"No . . . please . . ."


A final howl of power . . . and the office and its contents vanished in flame.

Chapter Five: “He Shall With Speed To England”



The morning sun was already rising over London as Supercar swooped down out of the sky. "Remember, Mike," Beaker was pointing out, "we're looking for Bloomsbury. The British Museum will be across from the University of London, near Bedford Square.”


"And not too far from RADA," Felicity added from the rear seat.

"You two would think Clear-Vu had never been invented," Mike replied, studying the map display on the monitor. "I've got a perfect course to it."

Mike steered Supercar along the Thames, turning slightly to soar over Charing Cross and then heading northwest, still descending. Despite the situation he had to smile at the barely restrained enthusiasm of his passengers. Beaker kept craning his head over the console, peering out at the landscape, and Mike was certain Felicity was bouncing up and down slightly behind him.

Their ebullience, however, became dampened as they approached the venerable edifice of the Museum. The flashing lights of emergency vehicles could clearly be seen surrounding the building. Condors and helicopters bearing the colors of the Metropolitan Police and the military could be seen hovering about. 

Even worse, a pall of smoke was rising from one side of the Museum. 

"Oh dear," Beaker murmured.


"Quite," Felicity said. "I fear . . ."


Mike's hand played across the communications control, finding the BBC.

" . . . still reeling from what has been described as the worst incident to strike the British Museum in its over two hundred and fifty years," a commentator was saying. "The entire area around the Museum has been cordoned off as the authorities continue their investigation . . ."


Mike switched off the radio. "Doc? Ideas?"


Beaker studied Clear-Vu, then peered back out through the cockpit. “Russell Square Gardens, Mike," he said, pointing to a piece of parkland near the Museum. "Land there."


Mike looked to where Beaker indicated. "Place seems already littered with official types, Doc."


"Well we're official types, too," Felicity said.


"Quite correct," Beaker confirmed. "And we're on a mission. Set us down, Pilot."

"A dream come true," Mike murmured, "I'm flying with the Blues Brothers." But his hand operated the throttle and he began bringing Supercar to a hover above the Gardens, trying to avoid the trees and, more important, the groups of people and vehicles nearby as he slowly landed Supercar as close as possible to where the greenery touched the Museumgrounds.


He noticed several of the helicopters and a Condor breaking formation to approach. "We may have company when we get out."


"Mmmmmmm all the better," Beaker said. "We will need consultation."
"More like a `Get Out Of Jail' card."


"Pardon?"

Mike shook his head, shutting off the engine and opening the cockpit. Beaker was already scrambling over the side. Felicity, somewhat more sedately, was following suit. Shaking his head again, Mike made sure all systems were secure before leaving.


Beaker and Felicity were already in the midst of a crowd of uniforms, both police and military, and it looked as if a full-scale argument was in progress. Mike noted how Beaker had a firm grip on the handle of his redoubtable umbrella and picked up his pace.


But another voice was now heard. "I say! Is it . . . is it Beaker?"


The crowd parted slightly and Beaker turned to see a wizened example of well-preserved British gentleman striding towards him. "Why it's . . . mmmm yes   . . . it's Grippe! Good old `Mallet' Grippe. How are you, my dear fellow?"

The man reached the crowd and began vigorously pumping Beaker's hand up and down. "I thought it was you when I saw you clamber out of that vehicle back there. Old `Broken' Beaker. Why man . . . the news had been out that you'd been blown to bits or something after making yourself invisible and chasing atom bombs."

"Ahh-mmmm no. Truth be told, I actually spent the last eight years stoned out of my mind on a Pacific island."


"Oh I say! Back to the good old days, what?" 


"Well . . ."


"And . . . Felicity! Felicity Farnsworth."


"Hello, Mallet dear."


"Why I hadn't seen you since the gaudy back at Linacre, when you were dancing up on the table dressed only in a handful of . . ."


"This is Mike Mercury," Felicity loudly exclaimed, her face taking on a beet red hue. "He brought Horatio and I out to find what had occurred here."


Grippe turned to give Mike a quick, searching examination. "Mike . . . Mercury," he slowly said. He looked back at Beaker and Felicity, seeing them through new eyes. "Then it's true," he murmured. "It's all true."


One of the military types . . . Mike could see the SAS markings on his uniform . . . moved to interrupt the reunion. "Professor Grippe---"


"Oh I'm quite sure it's all right," Grippe said to the officer. "This is Doctor Horatio Beaker, a world renowned colleague. Dame Felicity Farnsworth, his cousin, and Mister Michael Mercury, the famed test pilot. I'm sure you'll find their presence is entirely necessary, and quite in order.”


The officer gave the newcomers a not-too-accommodating look. "I'm not sure . . ."


"Perhaps you should check with M.I.6," Grippe suggested. "I'm sure you'll find clearances all in order."


"Well-lll . . ."


"Ask for clearance `Wireless', subsection `Churchwarden'," Felicity said softly to the officer. "They'll smooth things out."


The officer stared at Felicity for a few moments, then nodded to a subordinate who handed over a communicator.


"Your coming is most propitious, `Broky'," Grippe was saying, leading Beaker away and towards the Museum. "It's been utter Chaos."


"Perhaps you should mmm--gnahhh fill me in from the beginning," Beaker replied.

The two men wandered away and Mike stood closer to Felicity.


"Well?"

"I had a bit too much sherry that evening, Mike. I swear it was all innocent

  . . ."


"I meant M.I.6."


"Oh!" Felicity's face once more rivaled a sunset. "That. Actually it's nothing like you think. I simply used to take them curry for the annual Christmas gathering. I . . . have some friends there. Not the same sort of place, though, ever since dear Miles passed away."


"Huh. Maybe we should go there and get official or something."

"That might be a good idea, but Horatio seems to have our `in' already established. Besides," Felicity let out a tired sigh, "that new building M.I.6 is in is most depressing. Quite an eyesore." Another sigh. "But that's what happens when you let a Creighton-Ward become involved in architecture or design. I swear, the man would paint a Rolls-Royce pink."


"It looks as if we got here too late for Professor Symonds or the mirror," Mike said softly.


Felicity nodded sadly. "It would seem we've developed this unfortunate habit of being on the right track, but possessing the wrong timetable."

The SAS officer who had spoken with them before now returned, and his expression was much less confrontational, but still professional. "Dame Felicity."

"Yes, dear," Felicity said, turning to him.


"I've personally managed to speak with the head of M.I.6."


"Oh! How is Judi?"


"I'm . . . afraid I didn't quite get that far, Ma'am. But I have had it personally impressed upon me that you and your . . . team . . . are to be granted every courtesy available. She would also be grateful if any information you manage to uncover could be shared with the agency."


"I shall impress that very fact upon my cousin."


"Thank you, Ma'am."


"Not at all, lovey."


Mike admired the way the officer managed to walk off without breaking composure.

"Dear Judi," Felicity was murmuring. "I've heard it said that she's doing a remarkable job with M.I.6. but, in all confidence, I feel she should've stayed with the saxophone."


They then noticed Beaker coming back towards them. He seemed deep in thought and he was being followed, at a discreet distance, by Grippe and several other men of the same mold.


"It is as we errrmmmm feared," Beaker said. "Our mysterious opponent has struck again. Dee's mirror has indeed been noted as missing from its display."

"What about Professor Symonds?" asked Mike.


Beaker looked decades older. "His office, and the surrounding part of the Museum, was struck by what one preliminary analysis describes as a controlled bolt of lightning. I did some checking with my own instruments and, along with some researchers from the Ministry Of Defense, determined traces of intense radiation."

"Uh oh."


"And poor Stubby, I fear, was errmmmm vaporized."


"Killed?"

"I mean `vaporized', Mike. There's some fragments of what can best be described as melted proteins and bits of calcium, mingled with what is left of a severely charred suit of clothing. It is, I'm afraid, all that remains of Stubby. One of the Museum guards, it would seem, was also found in the same way."

Mike nodded towards Grippe and his people. "What's the official spin on all

of this?"


"It would seem that a connection has not yet been mmmm established between this incident, the death of Al-Hayder in Baghdad, and the mysterious goings-on at Sargon's tomb. The temptation is to consider this an mmmm terrorist attack."


"A terrorist attack on a British Museum historian?"


"Quite. That's the one factor, as it were, which is keeping the authorities from gnahhhh banging the drum on this theory."


"And consider, Mike," Felicity pointed out, "how Joseph Conrad once wrote a novel about a terrorist attack on---"


"Greenwich Observatory," Mike said, nodding. "Yeah, I know. But I think we all agree that we're dealing with something else here."


"Very true."


Felicity laid a hand on Beaker's arm. "Horatio. Judi wants us over at that demmed ugly building of hers to explain what we know about all of this."

Beaker looked thoughtful.


"And what do we tell M.I.6?" Mike asked. "That we're chasing a phantom over 2700 years old that's using a radiation weapon to collect parts of an ancient Sumerian doomsday device? The terrorist theory would make more sense to them."

Beaker shrugged.


"And there's another thing." Mike ticked off facts on the fingers of a hand. "Sargon's tomb . . . Baghdad . . . and now here. The first two I can accept. But whatever we're up against, how in the world did it get here to England?"

"That is not what truly bothers me," Beaker slowly said.


"I know I'm going to regret asking this, Doc, but---"


"Consider," Beaker continued, looking at Mike, "the targets of the attack. Al-Hayder . . . and Stubby Symonds."


Mike and Felicity stared at Beaker.


"Professor Symonds," Mike replied, "had the Mirror."


Beaker was shaking his head. "The Mirror was located elsewhere in the Museum. Why was Stubby killed? And why kill Al-Hayder?"


Mike and Felicity exchanged a look.


"Don't you see?" Beaker asked. "Can't you see the common mmmmmm denominator in all of this?"


"Afraid not, Doc."


Beaker sighed. "Remember, Mike, back when we had the Talisman. We sent it back to the proper officials in Iraq."


"Yeah . . ."


"I sent it by way of the Museum, feeling that Stubby would know best who in Baghdad to return the Talisman to. And also wanting to keep Supercar's involvement in the affair secret."


Something unpleasant was starting to grow in Mike's stomach. "Doc, I don't think---"

"The common denominator between Stubby and Al-Hayder is that they both came into personal contact with the Talisman," Beaker explained. "Our mysterious attacker . . . whoever or whatever it is . . . seems to have one other purpose in mind besides constructing the doomsday weapon."


"Doc . . ."


"It would seem that it is also engaged in errrmmmm systematically eliminating everyone who came into contact with the Talisman. Stubby . . . Al-Hayder . . ."


Mike nodded. "And eventually . . . us."


* * * * * * *



Supercar lifted off from Russell Square Gardens, and Mike couldn't help but notice how the official aircraft in the area seemed to give them a respectably wide enough berth to pass upwards.


Next to him, Beaker was murmuring a final message to Professor Grippe, assuring him that they were still involved in the investigation and would report back in. Behind him, Felicity was speaking into a cellular phone, delivering her own message to her "friends" in M.I.6.


"I feel like a piker," Mike reflected aloud. "I don't even know the phone number of my representative back in Washington."


"We don't hold it against you," Felicity said, folding up her phone. "Just chalk it up to the peculiarities of the British educational system."


Beaker had finished his own call and Mike now took over the communications system. "Supercar to Base . . . Supercar to Base."


"Base here," Popkiss' voice answered. "How did it go?"


"We'll explain later, Professor, but we're still on the move for the moment."


"Zo you're not returning home immediately?"


"`Fraid not. There's one more thing to check up on. We'll get back in touch later."

"Take care, Mike."


"You too, Professor. Supercar out."


Mike had the attention of his passengers. "We're not going back home?" Felicity asked.


"I think there's one thing we've definitely got to try first," Mike explained. "It might be an ace in the hole, although I'd much rather dive headfirst into a wood chipper than do what I think we're gonna have to do."


"Could you mmmm explain in more detail, Mike?"


"Later, Doc." Mike changed the channel on the communicator. "Supercar to Gerry-A . . . Supercar to Gerry-A."


"Gerry-A here," Bill Gibson's voice replied. "You guys coming in?"


"Yeah." Mike checked his instruments. "We'll rendezvous in . . . three

minutes."

"We'll be ready."


Supercar continued rising into the sky above London, traveling higher through the layer of morning clouds.


The clouds soon parted and sunlight glinted off the broad, triangular hull of the Rhino which had accompanied Supercar on its trip and had spent the time hovering high above the city. Keeping a careful eye on both it and his instruments, Mike maneuvered Supercar until it was positioned several meters directly behind the larger aircraft.


The wide rear cargo hatch of the Rhino folded open. Applying careful bursts of thrust, Mike brought Supercar closer, aiming for the "docking target" which he and Jimmy had rigged on the far side of the Rhino's cargo deck. 

A few more meters . . . a retracting of the wings . . . and Mike managed to bring Supercar safely into the larger ship. Behind them the cargo hatch closed.

Lights came on. "Magnetic locks applied," Jimmy's voice announced. Mike and the others looked to where Jimmy could be seen waving through the tiny window of the cargo deck control booth which served as the "Console Room" for what had been modified into a flying version of the Supercar hangar (nicknamed "Gerry-A" by Berta Karsendorf).


Mike and the others climbed out, and Mike smiled at Jimmy. "Worked like a charm," he said.


"I'm just glad you tried that and not me," Jimmy said, checking some readouts before him. "I guess with Clear-Vu helping you could remain safely on the beam."


"The remote control should also help," Mike considered. "Tell Bill he kept it nice and level for us."


Jimmy nodded.


Next to his booth a door opened and Jan entered the hangar. "Well now that the acrobatics are finished for the day, what are we going to do?" she asked. "I spoke with the Professor back at Mon Repos and he said we weren't returning home." 

"It would seem," Felicity said, "that Mike has other plans."


"Yeah," Mike nodded half to himself. "C'mon."


Leaving the hangar the group moved forward, crowding onto the small flight deck for the Gerry-A. 


At the controls, Bill turned and gave Mike a grin. "Scratch the paint?"

"Not even close," Mike said, letting Jimmy slip past and allow him to take the co-pilot's position. "In the meantime, though, we've still got business to take care of. First, we'd better let the Doc explain what we found."

Jan and the Gibsons listened as Beaker described the situation at the British Museum, ending with his theory that the people who had handled the Talisman had been targeted for death.


"Ouch," Bill said when Beaker had finished. "So I guess we're in for it unless we can find it and beat it first."


"Which brings me to our next move," Mike said, putting his hands on his hips and staring out through the cockpit window.


Jan fancied that she could read Mike's moods by now. "You're not too happy with whatever's on your mind," she said.


"Good call, Counselor. You see, I can't find any fault in the Doc's idea that the people who actually came into contact with the Talisman are being killed one by one. With Symonds and Al-Hayder both dead that would pretty much narrow the remaining list of targets to us---"


"Oh!" exclaimed Beaker, suddenly realizing. "Now who's a fool?"


"---and Masterspy," Mike finished, nodding. "He also had the Talisman for a while."

"Then that means---" began Jimmy.


"That, in order to save ourselves, we may first have to save Masterspy's hide as well," Mike replied, turning to face the others. "Set course for America."


Chapter Six: "Meet Me In St. Louis."


The arguments were still raging even as the Gerry-A crossed over Newfoundland heading westward.


"One more time," Jimmy began.  "Explain to me why we're having to try and save Masterspy?"


"I'm glad it's someone besides me who's wondering," Jan asked.


Mike sighed.  The Rhino's flight deck held ample seating space for a pilot, co-pilot and flight engineer.  With those seats filled, and with himself, Beaker and Jan standing, the compartment felt rather cramped, the resulting effect not adding much to his mood.


At least Beaker had been willing to consider the situation, whereas Bill Gibson, who among the group had suffered the least due to Masterspy's efforts, was concentrating on flying the Gerry-A and keeping his opinions to himself.


Mike rubbed at his eyes.  He hadn't slept since England and it looked as if it'd be awhile before he could rest.  "Okay.  I am certainly not one of Masterspy's fans."


"But then---"


"Let me finish, Jim.  Please.  I'm not gonna try and make a big speech about Christian duty and the quality of mercy and all that.  But let's accept the fact that (a) . . . there's some sort of phantom thingamabob out there who is using some sort of powerful radiation weapon to achieve its means, and (b) . . . it's killing everyone who came into contact or possession of the Talisman."


"Okay, so---"


"So . . . so far we've been a few steps behind the movements of whatever this thing is.  It would help if we could find some sort of shortcut that would put us in the lead and, right now, it looks as if Masterspy is the only one available."


“I shall probably have to do penance for this," Jan slowly said, crossing her arms, "but I hope I will be forgiven if, when we arrive at Masterworks, we find that Masterspy has ended up like all the others."


"Hear hear," muttered Jim.


For her part, Felicity looked uncomfortable.


"Kids, I know this is a bad situation," Mike said.  "But we have a chance to work carefully and come out ahead for once.  Keep in mind that, if Masterspy goes, then we're the next logical targets for whatever this thing is.


"Which reminds me, I guess there's no time like the present to ring the doorbell."  Mike turned and wandered into the cargo bay.


Jan, Beaker and Jim followed and watched as he went to Supercar, climbing into it.


They came closer.  "What're you up to?" Jan asked, peering through the cockpit at him.


"Making contact," Mike murmured, pressing a few buttons on the communications console, then switching on Clear-Vu.  Moments passed, and then the screen came to life, revealing the splotched and wrinkled face of Spiro Masters.


Mike slowly nodded.  "Somehow I had a feeling you'd keep a direct channel open."


The pale lips blubbered into something resembling a scowl.  "According to my doctors, Mercury, I am required to take medications on a regular basis.  History has educated me to their bitterness."


"Touche."


"To what do I owe this unpleasantness?  Keep in mind that I have already suffered one painful bowel movement today."


Mike shrugged.  "Oh . . . let's just say I had a yen to see things like the Pyramids, Angkor Wat, the Great Wall.  You know . . . enormous crumbling edifices."


Silence for a few moments.  Then: "We have had our requisite exchange of insults," Masterspy said, "so let us turn now to business.  It is too much to hope that you are arranging a return of my property."


"Naturellement," agreed Mike.  "Instead, I'm going to do something even better."


"You're going to let me watch as you put a bullet through your head."


"Ah-hhh . . . no."


An eyebrow twitched on Masterspy's face.  "You're going to let me watch as I put a bullet through your head."


"We were closer the first time.  What I'm going to do is save your life."


Masterspy's eyes seemed to gleam in the screen, and Mike had the distinct feeling of fingers moving within his brain.


"At least you've never been boring," Masterspy finally said. "Please continue."


"I will but first you'll explain something to me.  Why did you arrange for the Tomb of Sargon to be destroyed?"


"Huh" from Jimmy, and "What" from Jan.  Only Beaker nodded in slow realization.


"And here I thought I was actually being overly clever," Masterspy slowly said.


"Not too much," Mike replied.  "Not too many people knew about the Tomb's existence.  Mustapha Bey . . . or Al-Hayder as he was known now . . . was one of the people who knew.  He's dead, which left only you as the main suspect.


"Allow me to paint a little scenario I've been working on.  Al-Hayder was trying to gain leverage within the new coalition government in Iraq.  The Talisman had already been returned, so that left only the Tomb as a bargaining chip.  He went back to study it and found something that disturbed him.  He didn't want to tell the authorities so he contacted you."


"Conjecture," murmured Masterspy.


"Maybe, but let's go on.  You were worried that Al-Hayder would spill the beans about your involvement in the original theft of the Talisman, but he was killed before that happened.  You were still worried, however, that he might've told the authorities about the Tomb, and there could've been enough evidence left behind to somehow link it to you.  A small chance, maybe, but it was enough for you to whisper into a few ears within certain military contacts.  I don't know.  Maybe you spread a rumor that the Tomb was a headquarters for insurgents or terrorists.  You got the local military to do your dirty work for you, and the Tomb was blown to bits."


"Pure conjecture," purred Masterspy.


"Be that as it may, but it might interest you that Doc Beaker and I paid a return visit to the Tomb just before it was blown up."


Masterspy's eyes widened.


Mike nodded.  "The Doc recorded everything in the Tomb.  Every scrap of information.  There was nothing in it which pointed to you---"


Masterspy seemed to relax.


"---but we think we came across what Al-Hayder was worried about.  To be specific, we think we found evidence of what killed him."


"And that would be?"


"Something which, if we're not mistaken, is also out to kill everyone else who's handled the Talisman."


"Hmmph!  And you're warning me about this new threat.  Your sense of fair play astounds me, Mercury."


"Well I wouldn't be sending me a balloon bouquet right this instant."


"Yess-ssss . . . I felt there would be extenuating circumstances."


"It's just that myself, Doc Beaker and the others with me are equally threatened by this thing.  I just figured that it might try to bulldoze its way through you first---"


"Poetic."


"---and I was hoping that perhaps you'd be able to stop it, or at least slow it down long enough for the rest of us to work up a defense."


Masterspy sighed, the air wheezing from his lungs.  "Mercury, I'd tell you what to do with your hopes, but I doubt even you're that limber."


"If you doubt what I'm saying, check back into the death of Al-Hayder.  Not to mention what's recently happened at the British Museum."


Masterspy glanced towards a voice which could be barely heard offscreen.  Then he looked back at Mike.  "Presuming that all of this is correct, Mercury, what do you intend to do?  What form will your help assume?"


"I'm prepared to offer more detailed information.  Personally."


Masterspy's lips attempted a grin.  "Here?  At Masterworks?"


"I'm not that stupid.  I am now . . . four hours away from St. Louis.  I suggest we meet there.  The Missouri Botanical Gardens.  To be specific: the Climatron."


"The where?"


"Find it, Masterspy.  You're clever.  I'll see you in four hours."  Mike switched off the screen and sat back.


"Oy that was nasty."


"But handled well," Beaker admitted.  


"Thanks, Doc.  Listen . . . is there a way you can edit information onto a single data chip or disc?"


"How do you mean?"


They were interrupted, however, by the appearance of Felicity who quickly approached Supercar.  


"Switch on your screen," she breathed.  "Tie in to the Gerry-A's receiving channel."


"What's happening?" asked Mike, obeying.


"We've received a transmission from Professor Grippe at the Museum.  They've finally downloaded the security videos."


"The security . . . then we've got a look at this dingus."


Everyone crowded around Supercar to peer at the screen.  It flickered for a moment, then settled to show a black-and-white image of a corridor.  A time mark was at one corner.


"That'll be the mmmmm corridor outside of Stubby's office," Beaker remarked.  "Look.  You can see the guard approaching on his rounds."


As they watched, the guard seemed to pause and stare at something to his right.  A moment, and then a disheveled figured stumbled into view from the right, pushing past the guard and on to the left."


"Stubby Symonds," said Beaker.


The guard was looking both ways and then moved slowly out of sight of the camera, heading right.


"Looks like the guard spotted whatever spooked Symonds," Jim said.


Mike nodded.  "Yeah.  Makes me wonder if it was . . . Mother Mary And Joseph!"


Everyone saw it at the same time Mike did.  An enormous humanoid figure    . . . and Mike had the uncomfortable feeling that a careful measurement would make the total height to be eight feet.


Further identification would've been difficult.  The entire figure was glowing as if it were composed of pure light.  The picture from the security video was becoming heavily distorted by the intensity of the glow.


It shambled closer to Symonds office.  Closer . . . and then the picture went black.


"What . . . was . . . that?" Jan asked.


"Whatever it is," sighed Felicity, still catching her breath, "M.I.6 and several other agencies would like to know."


"Join the club," muttered Mike.


* * * * * * *


It had been many years since Mike had the opportunity to wander within the Climatron, and he wondered if it was a small case of nostalgia which had caused him to pick it as a meeting place.  He still found it thrilling: the 175 foot diameter geodesic dome rising seventy feet above him and enclosing the Missouri Botanical Garden's tropical rainforest display.


Passing the buttress tree exhibit he nodded at a crowd of schoolchildren being guided along the path.  He felt outwardly calm but knew it was at best a very thin veneer.  First of all was the upcoming meeting with Masterspy . . . assuming he'd show up.


Then was the image on the videotape.


What the hell was that thing?


Which made the surrounding peace and serenity of the enclosed forest that much more necessary.  Mike felt he needed a sense of inner peace, if even for a few moments.  Deep inside him was a suspicion that peace was going to be a rare commodity over the next few days.


Passing beneath the waterfall he suddenly spotted Masterspy near the bench at the talipot palm.  Alone . . . and Mike didn't believe it for a moment.  Taking a quick glance around he quietly walked towards his old adversary.


The wheelchair was already moving around, and the blubbery face was taking in Mike's approach.  "I confess, Mercury . . . you have picked a rather germane spot for our conversation."


"True," Mike admitted, moving to make himself comfortable upon the bench.  "I wouldn't spend too much time here, though, if I were you.  The environment here loves to feed on decomposing fungi."


Something like a laugh tried to tremble its way through Masterspy's form.  "You are undeniably brave, Mercury.  Considering our respective histories, I could have had several United States Marshals here with arrest warrants for you."


Mike shrugged.  "And I've got Jan Farnsworth out in the parking lot with a briefcase full of evidence and an attitude.  Call your marshals . . . although I suspect that, instead of them, Zarin is in the area and is, even now, taking a bead on me."


Masterspy's eyes flicked to one side, and Mike casually glanced over his shoulder to see Zarin arising from amidst a clump of cycads, a pistol in his hand.


"Perhaps not as lingeringly official as a troop of marshals," Masterspy admitted, "but certainly much more reliable if the thought is turned towards getting the drop upon a person."


A rustle, and Jim Gibson slipped out from behind a banyan tree.  He had Mike's pistol firmly leveled at Zarin.


"Do tell," Jim remarked.  "Do tell."


Masterspy assessed the situation briefly before turning back to Mike.  "So," he said.  "Our lack of mutual trust is apparent.  There was still the issue, though, of you wishing to save my life from some sort of nameless menace."


"By now your sources would've already told you about what happened in Baghdad and London," Mike replied.  Reaching into his pocket he pulled out a tiny disc.  "This contains information which Doc Beaker culled from the Tomb," he explained, handing the disc over to Masterspy.  "No doubt your experts will be able to make something of it and confirm all of what I've said."


Mike neglected to add that the disc contained only the barest information from the Tomb.  He had instructed Beaker to eliminate all mention of Sargon's doomsday device.


Accepting the disc, Masterspy slowly turned it over in his fingers.  "I still do not quite see---"


"If you've got doubts, then the disc contains one other item.  Recent security video footage of our `mutual adversary' as it made its attack upon the British Museum."


"Indeed!"


"I think that, once you've seen it, you'll be convinced that Al-Hayder had a reason to be scared."


Masterspy closed his hands around the disc.  His eyes rose to meet Mike's.  "I can accept the fact that you feel I could serve as bait for this . . . threat.  It would no doubt please you to see it destroy me, if that's its intention."


"Should I lie?"


"But the chance also exists that I could somehow subvert this . . . thing . . . and turn it to my advantage against you."


Mike stood up from the bench.  "I'd study the information on that disc before placing any bets," he softly told Masterspy.


"I'll see you in hell, Mercury."


Mike was walking off towards the exit.  "Don't hold your breath," he muttered.  "Hell might already be on its way."


* * * * * * *


"I'm not too happy with myself," Jimmy said as he settled into the Supercar cockpit next to Mike.


"What happened?"


"It's just that . . . back there in the Climatron."  Jimmy made a face.  "I was really getting ready to pull the trigger on Zarin."


Mike began charging up the engines.  "I think Felicity would be proud of you for showing self-restraint."


"Yeah, maybe."


"So now what happens?" Jan asked from the back seat.


"Half boost vertical," Mike announced, sending Supercar rising into the air.  "Well, for the time being we sit pat and wait to see what happens.  Either another attack is made, or the Doc finds another clue."


"Ummm.  Oh, and I talked with Auntifel.  They've taken on additional fuel and are heading back to Mon Repos."


"Which is as good a plan as any," Mike said, adjusting the controls and sending Supercar high into the air over St. Louis.  Switching on Clear-Vu he spotted the blip of the Rhino far ahead.  "They'll get back home shortly before we do."


Jimmy had been watching Mike.  "Was Masterspy right, by the way?"


"Ummm?  About what?"


"About you wanting him to serve as bait for this thing we're facing?"


Mike sighed.  "I think all our karmas have taken a severe beating over this.  If I've been wishing for this thing to attack Masterspy next it's mainly because Masterspy has something which both Al-Hayder and Professor Symonds didn't have."


"What's that?"


"A private army.  If I'm not mistaken there's enough firepower stored at Masterworks to shake a continent.  Whatever this thing is . . . however powerful it might be . . . I'm betting Masterspy can at least put up a sufficient fight to meet it head on."


"And if it doesn't?"


"It depends, Jim, on how much force Masterspy can deliver."


"No.  I mean't what if the thing doesn't go to Masterworks first?"


"I sort of wish you hadn't said that," remarked Jan.


"Same here," echoed Mike.  "There aren't too many pleasant alternatives to choose from."


* * * * * * *


The middle of the night found Berta Karsendorf climbing out of her computer bunker to yawn noisily and pad her way down the corridor.  Spotting the light in the Console Room she stuck her head in the door.  "Professor, wünschten Sie mich für eine Weile übernehmen?"


In the Console Room Popkiss slowly shook his head.  "Nah, Berta.  Mike und die anderan werden festgelegt um Kontakt kurz zu bilden.  Danke."


Nodding, but keeping a final fond eye on the Professor, Berta yawned again and took a flashlight to make her way along the path back to the house.


For his part Popkiss rubbed at his eyes, then shook his head.  Not as young as I used to be, he thought.


Some fresh air was the trick and, turning the Console Room speakers up to where he could hear them in case someone called, Popkiss got up from his chair and went to step outside.


Behind him all the instruments in the Console Room continued operating.  Especially the one which suddenly tripped a circuit, causing a message to appear on a display screen:

LOCAL RADIOACTIVITY COUNT RISING

Chapter Seven: "Dragon In The Dark"


Professor Popkiss rubbed at his eyes as he stepped out of the hangar building, then took in a large breath of the tropical air. Funny how the night air here could sometimes be humid and yet still invigorating. 


Of course the variety of fragrant plant life in the area was certainly a change from the way things were back in Nevada.


He shook himself slightly, relaxing his muscles. Ach but he felt like a new man out here. Interessieren how an old warhorse like himself could find a refreshing change out here in Southeast Asia.


A shadow suddenly dropped down from the trees, and Popkiss almost jumped up in its place before the shadow began hooting in a familiar tone.


"Mitch! Ach, you try to kill me sneaking up like that."


But the monkey wasn't acting in its usual playful manner. Rather he was dancing about excitedly, as if troubled.


Popkiss frowned. Now that he thought about it, he couldn't hear any of the usual night sounds of animals. He concentrated, hearing nothing but the distant sounds of the rubber processing plant. But the local animals had long since become accustomed to the facility and were usually in full voice.


Odd.


With Mitch still bobbing about behind him, Popkiss strolled down the path towards the house. Just near enough to where he could see both it and make out the distant lights from the processing plant. Nothing out of sorts.


But then he heard a low growl and looked to see . . . yes! One of Felicity's dogs.


"Grace . . . ach, Grace! Heda, M䤣hen. Was ist?"


The dog moved closer to Popkiss, its entire body tense and a low growl still emanating from its throat. Her attention was pointed towards the south. Popkiss frowned off into the darkness, but couldn't make out anything . . .


Wait. There seemed to be something in the far distance. Almost like a slowly approaching headlight. But it didn't seem to be anywhere near the road. And deliveries and such to the processing plant used another road entirely. 
Popkiss now turned as he heard an alarm beeping from the hangar room. It wasn't the signal of an incoming communication, though. Something else, and he trotted back with Mitch and Grace close behind.


Entering the Console Room he moved to the source of the alarm and frowned down at the display: LOCAL RADIOACTIVITY COUNT RISING.


Popkiss quickly touched an adjacent switch and studied the meter above it. Some time back he had prudently planted radiation monitors throughout Beaker's lab, and the meter was linked to them. But the trouble didn't seem to come from there.


Then what . . .


Despite the tropical humidity he suddenly felt cold, the perspiration becoming clammy on his skin. Ach nein . . .


His fist slammed down on a button. Immediately a siren began wailing through the night air.


"Gott, Beaker, I hope for once you vere wrong," he muttered to himself. 
Reaching a locker he pulled it open. From within he removed both a MP-5N 9mm submachine gun and a M82AI scoped rifle. Slinging the machine gun over his shoulder he grabbed the rifle by its carrying handle and rushed back outside. 
He was breathing hard by the time he had returned to his previous spot. But yes, there it was again. Now the brightness was much closer, and now he could see that a fire had started near whatever it was.


Raising the rifle to his shoulder he sighted through the scope.


"Mein Gott!"


There it was, clearly in the crosshairs. A glowing giant, just like the one in the security video which Mike and the others had sent along from England. Almost seven hundred meters away and slowly approaching. The ground smoldering as it strode, flames licking along its path. Its head a shapeless mass of light.


"Professor . . . Professor . . ."


It was Berta, accompanied by Ramon and Beauty. The three of them running across the lawn towards him.


Unslinging the machine gun, Popkiss tossed it to Ramon, who immediately began checking its action. "Berta," Popkiss ordered the girl, "kommen Sie zum Console Room und treten Sie mit den anderen sofort in Verbindung."


Nodding wide-eyed, Berta raced off to get in touch with the others.


Popkiss turned back to the situation at hand. Already several truckloads of workers from the processing plant were coming closer, and Ramon was shouting at them to go collect weapons.


Tuning them out, Popkiss concentrated on his own job and, carefully going down on one knee, slammed a clip of armor penetrating rounds into the rifle. Raising it again he carefully sighted down on the monster. It had apparently slowed at the sight of the others who'd come from the plant, and the nimbus of light around its head seemed to increase in intensity.


Breathing carefully, Popkiss' finger tightened on the trigger.


* * * * * * *


"Calm down, Berta," Felicity was saying to the image on the Gerry-A's Clear-Vu screen. "Calm down. What's happening?"


Trying to catch her breath, the girl explained as quickly as possible.


Felicity felt herself turning almost as white as her hair. "Oh God . . ." 
"Throttling up," Bill Gibson announced. His eyes swept over his instruments. "We'll be there in about . . . fifteen minutes."


"Sooner," breathed Felicity pleadingly. She turned back to the screen. "Berta. Tell everyone to fall back. Please. Don't try to fight that thing."


Behind her, Beaker shook his head, his hands tight on the edge of Bill's chair.


"Professor," he murmured. "Please don't try to be a hero."


* * * * * * *


Much further behind them, Mike and the others listened to the message relayed from the Gerry-A.


"Mike?" asked Jim worriedly.


Mike's hand gripped the throttle. "Strap in, kids . . . we're going hypersonic!" 
Directly behind Supercar the sky exploded.


* * * * * * *


"Fall back," Popkiss was calling out to the others who were firing with shotguns and pistols. "Fall back."


The Mon Repos workers began moving back towards the protection of the jungle treeline. At the far end of the great lawn the creature had paused at the onset of attack. The glowing head seemed to slowly track in search of something. Then it focused on the nearest of the trucks. A bright flash of light which lit the surroundings into day . . . and the truck erupted into flames.


The workers moved back more quickly, and Popkiss stepped back as well, but not before taking aim again and firing several more shots. Bullets seemed to have an effect upon the creature . . . but it was only slowing down. Not stopping. 
And it was searching for more targets.


Next to Popkiss Ramon emptied the clip in his machine gun and worked to reload.


"Professor . . ."


Popkiss looked back. "Berta! Verdammung . . . verlassen hier!"


Rushing up the girl explained. "Der radioactivity . . . ist . . ."


"Vat?"


"Tödliche niveaus."


Grabbing Ramon by the sleeve, Popkiss followed Berta back down the path towards the hangar. Behind him he could hear a slow hissing sound beginning to build.


Reaching the Console Room (and passing several groups of workers who'd decided to gather there), Popkiss went to the radiation monitor. He swore softly. The outside count was already reaching the fifty REM point. Soon the entire area would become contaminated.


"Ramon, start getting people inside the hangar."


"Hai!"


"Berta . . ."


"Yah?"


Popkiss turned to look into the large dark eyes. So young.


The sound of an explosion outside. A warning spike in the radiation counter which meant the destruction of another truck.


Then: "Supercar to base . . . Supercar to base . . ."


* * * * * * *


Plummeting.


It was the best word to describe it. Supercar was plummeting rapidly through the air.


Jimmy was strapped in as carefully as possible, trying to ignore the growing pressure in his chest. Not to mention the sight of the air directly ahead of Supercar glowing like heated steel.


He felt a throbbing in his head. A ringing. At least he hoped it was just a headache and not another addition to the alarms which were gradually spreading across the console.


But Mike kept his hand on the throttle, although the effort was geared more towards hanging on than anything else. And he seemed determined to ignore the fact that, quite some time back, Clear-Vu had announced that hull tolerance levels had been surpassed.


Behind them, Jan Farnsworth allowed herself to be folded back into the seat. She kept her eyes closed. There was nothing she could do . . . no need to try and see the Malaysian territory passing beneath them like an old movie film reel stuck on the fastest gear.


She consoled herself with the notion that if Mike's hand slipped . . . and if Supercar crashed . . . there wouldn't be time enough to even know what had happened as she and the others ended up buttering the landscape.


But she was surprised to hear Mike's voice. Almost sounding normal. 
"Supercar to base . . . Supercar to base . . ."


"Mike . . . danken Sie Gott---"


"Professor where is it now?"


"At last ven ve looked it vas almost in der middle of der main lawn."


"All right. Supercar to Gerry-A. Bill?"


"With you, Mike. We can see you on rapid approach behind us."


"What's your ETA?"


"We'll be at Mon Repos in . . . two minutes."


"I'll be there . . . six seconds behind you. Listen."


"Go ahead."


"You've still got the reserve fuel for Supercar in the rear tanks, right?" 
"Right, but---"


"Make a single high speed pass over Mon Repos. Dump the fuel on the thing. All of it."


"Okay, Mike, then what?"


"Get out of there. Fast!"


* * * * * * *


In the Gerry-A, Beaker frowned momentarily. "Now what is he . . . oh! I say!"


* * * * * * *


In the Console Room Popkiss slowly inhaled. "Ach!"


Stepping out of the Console Room he looked to see Ramon leading a crowd of workers into the hangar. "Is that all of them?"


"Hai, Professor. Others head further away. These stay with us."


"Have everyone follow me and Berta. We'll try and fit everyone in but, if there's anyone left outside, they'll have to remain in the main hangar. Have them lie down and keep quiet." Muttering low, Popkiss looked up. The patchwork "roof door" was firmly in place. Still not entirely secure but sturdy enough.


He hoped. He had a bad feeling about what Mike was planning.


"Berta."


"Yah?"


"Kommen mit mir." Taking the girl by the hand they went to the open hatch leading to the computer bunker, Ramon and the others behind them. Theoretically the safest place in the hangar.


Theoretically . . .


* * * * * * *


The flames of the trucks competed with the glow of the creature as it slowly turned, the sightless head searching. Around it the air began to boil, hissing, as the intensity of its light began to grow.


It seemed to peer through the jungle foliage ahead of it . . . somehow knowing that, on the other side of the trees, the Supercar hangar waited.


The intensity of the glowing form began to increase rapidly. Electrical arcs played across its body as its light began to collect . . . draw in . . .


Began to aim.


* * * * * * *


"There it is," Bill announced. "Ready, Doc?"


Beaker's hand was on the fuel release control. "Quite ready, Bill. Felicity hold on."


Bill Gibson knew a suicidal move when he saw it, and he was seeing one now. But here he was, actually turning the Gerry-A into a shallow dive which would take it only a hundred or so feet above the head of whatever it was standing out on the Mon Repos lawn and glowing brighter every second.


At least it was easy to see.


And, if he was doing something dangerous, he had absolutely nothing on Mike. He took another glance down at the Clear-Vu, seeing the blip that was Supercar arrowing rapidly towards them.


"Whatever it is, folks," he muttered, "it's gonna hurt."


"Pardon?"


"Later, Doc. Three . . . two . . . one . . . drop!"


Beaker's hand threw the control full over.


The Gerry-A flashed over the plantation. As it passed, a cloud of aviation fuel was released which expanded to rain downwards.


Down on the ground the thing almost seemed to sense the approaching liquid, pausing to turn its head upwards. It seemed to also want to track the Gerry-A, but Bill was already taking the Rhino high up into the air.


And, moments later, the sky roared thunder as Supercar swept low overhead at almost seven times the speed of sound.


Its passage was marked by a shock wave which caused the jungle trees to dance wildly and, in some cases, split apart. Its passage was also marked by its blazingly hot hull . . . knifing cleanly through the still slowly descending cloud of fuel.


Igniting it.


The plantation was rocked by the resulting explosion, the fiery blast wave spreading out in all directions and hammering the ground with an intense cloud of overpressure. Outlying trees at the edge of the jungle were pushed back, some falling over entirely. The front of the plantation house and the bungalows were also hit as if by enormous hammers, the windows shattering inwards. The flaming remains of the trucks had their fires immediately swept away before they were, in turn, knocked aside by the overpressure.


At the center of the blast, where the thing had stood, not a trace remained. 
High above Mon Repos, Bill began leveling off. He had seen everything. He glanced over to where the shining form of Supercar was still racing through the dark. As he watched, he could see it beginning a very gradual turn, and knew that Mike would be busy trying to bleed off the speed he had accumulated during the mad trip back.


The cockpit of the Gerry-A smelled of sweat and fear. It was now quiet, and Bill could hear Felicity softly murmuring prayers from somewhere behind him. 
Beaker was also collecting himself.


"I think it's safe to land now," Bill gently said.


Beaker slowly nodded. "Oh. Quite!" 

Chapter Eight: "Interception."


"My Lawn!"


Felicity stood at the bottom of the Gerry-A entrance ramp, her hands on her head, staring wide-eyed at the devastation before her.


"My . . . Lawn!"


Bill Gibson rested a reassuring hand upon her shoulder.  Felicity was oblivious to the contact.


"My . . . LAWN!"


Mike winced and moved over to where Beaker was already kneeling at what was left of Ground Zero.  He was impressed at the Doctor's speed in gathering up an armful of scientific instruments which he was now gently probing the ground with.


He knelt down beside him.  "Expecting to find anything, Doc?"


"My . . . LAWN!"


"Like, hopefully, fast-growing mutant grass seedlings?"


"I errmmmm wouldn't worry too much about Felicity," Beaker replied, his attention on transferring the contents of a metal probe into a liquid-filled container.  "I'm sure she appreciates your impromptu creation of a mmmmmm fuel air explosive to eliminate the creature."


"MY LAWN!"


"Of course," Beaker added, "she may go through a few mmmmm unfortunate moments in the meantime.  Plus have herself a good cry . . ."


"MY TEA ROSES!"


". . . but she's a trooper and will pull through."


"I hope so," Mike muttered, glancing over his shoulder, his mind filled with images of a matronly axe-wielding Englishwoman prowling the halls of the plantation late at night.  "I didn't really think the blast would be that powerful."


"But necessary," Beaker replied, gently shaking the container.  "When one considers the dreadful alternative, your action will be universally seen as gnahhhhh courageous."


"MY DWARF ORANGES!"


"Eventually."


"Vell I think it vas very courageous," a voice piped up, and Mike looked up to see Berta and Popkiss approaching.  


Popkiss nodded tiredly.  "If Felicity could've seen the monster in action, she'd understand."


"MY PRIZE LAGERSTOEMIA INDICAE!"


"Eventually."


"And der Professor vas vunderful," Berta chirped, looking up at Popkiss with shining eyes.  "He's a hero true und true."  To punctuate her opinion she jumped up, slipping her arms around Popkiss' neck and planting a large kiss on his cheek.  


"Na, Kinder," Popkiss replied, gently pulling her off, although a blush was growing on his face.       


Mike had returned to watching Beaker.  "I know I'm going to regret asking this, Doc, but what're you up to?"


Beaker had carefully inserted the container into an electronic device and pressed a button, bringing it to life.  "Despite the ahhhhhhh fierceness of your blast---"


"MY BANANA TREE!”


"Shhhh," Mike told him.  "Keep it down."


"I am hoping that there will be mmmmmm trace elements remaining here in the soil."


"Trace elements?"


"Sufficient for gnahhhhh nucleotide sequencing and perhaps polymerase chain reaction."


"Uh huh.  And this will be useful?"


Beaker was watching readings on the machine.  "Undisputedly."


Jan strolled up.  "Look . . . I know we're all tossing confetti in the air and celebrating, but I'm going to try and get Auntifel to bed before she has a breakdown."


"Or worse," Mike murmured.


"Pardon?"


"Nothing."  Mike straightened up.  "We've all had a serious day and night and could all use some sleep.  Berta's not the only owl-eyed one---"


"Am not."


"---in the bunch.  We all need to turn in."


"I shall remain awake," Beaker declared, delicately scraping at the ground with what seemed to be a miniature rake attached to a battery pack.  "I have much to do."


"Okay, Doc."


"And so do you."


Mike paused, "Huh?"


"More in the way of a favor," Beaker replied, leaning back a bit and staring up at him.  "I would like for you, and perhaps Jimmy and Bill as well, to head back down the mmmm path and try to determine where our monstrous visitor hmmmm originated."


Mike sighed.  "Doc, I'm really beat."


"MY ROYAL DOULTON COMMEMORATIVE GARDEN GNOMES!"


"On the other hand . . ."


* * * * * * *


"So how is Felicity?" Mike asked.


He and Jan were walking downstairs, heading for Beaker's laboratory.  Having acquired only three hours sleep, Mike was feeling like the back corner of an attic in a condemned house, and he nodded gratefully as Jan passed over a cup of Sumatran coffee.


"She'll make it," Jan said, trying to hide a large yawn of her own.  "In fact I suspect she'll outlive all of us.  She's already making plans on replanting the lawn and doing some landscaping-- -."


"Good for her."


"---but she's going to take the morning off.  Right now Ramon is guarding her door, standing there with a machete."


"Frankly she sounds like she has the genius track right now."  He drank down the coffee and noticed an uncomfortable look on her face.  "What's wrong?"


Jan grimaced slightly.  "Auntifel and I discussed your blowing up the monster.  And her lawn."


"Jan---"


"She doesn't blame you," Jan quickly said.  "She admits that, in the beginning, she fell victim to a few uncharitable thoughts, but she realizes what had to be done to save the people here."  She grimaced again.


"I still don't---"


"She wanted me to give you something," Jan said with a pout.


"What?"


Jan's pout grew, then she quickly leaned over and pecked at Mike's cheek with her lips.


"There."


Despite himself, Mike smiled crookedly.  "Somehow I think Felicity's version had a bit more warmth behind it."


"No doubt," Jan replied archly, "but we're both busy right now, and Uncle Horatio is waiting."


"Lead on, Counselor."


Both of them found themselves following their noses into Beaker's lab.  There they found Popkiss who nodded at them before continuing to fill cups from a percolator he had set up in the lab's rear.  Next to it a plate was heaped high with pastries.


Mike looked around.  Besides himself, Jan and Popkiss all he saw was Beaker who was bent over a rather complex-looking viewing device.  "So we four get to work, and everyone else gets to goof."


Popkiss handed over a danish and a brimming cup of coffee.  "I've only been able to look at a bit of Beaker's vork," he murmured to him.  "If vat little I've been able to determine is correct then I suspect ve'll all need to be as rested as possible."


“And I'm sorry I'm such a pooper," Mike admitted, his nose gratefully wrestling with the aroma from the coffee.  "I may not want to take one step from this place until I've had eight hours."


"Amen," agreed Jan.


"You may change your minds," Beaker suddenly said, "once I've explained what I've found."  He sighed, sitting back and staring at them.


Mike reminded himself that, out of everyone in the Team, Beaker had gone without sleep the longest.  Under such circumstances anything he said might be improved with a grain of salt.


Then Mike also reminded himself that this was Doctor Horatio Beaker and steeled himself to receive marching orders.


Beaker was now nodding at him.  "Mike . . . I believe there's a question you've been waiting for a chance to ask."


Yeah, and it was a sure signal for trouble whenever the Doc's characteristic stutter didn't come into automatic play.  "OK, Doc," 
Mike nodded.  "You're right."  He helped himself to more coffee.  "I'm gonna assume that the giant which supposedly came out of Sargon's tomb was the same creature that killed Al-Hayder, as well as attacked the British Museum."


"Mmmmmm yes and no---"


"Because if that's true, then how in God's name did it get out here to Mon Repos?  Does it fly?  Travel at super speed?  Teleport?"  Mike suddenly blinked.  "You said yes and no."


"True," sighed Beaker, adjusting himself on his stool.  "I did.  The creature which attacked us last night was similar to the one which attacked the Museum.  And both of them were based on the original design which departed the Tomb."


"Huh?" said Mike.


"What?" said Jan.


"I shall attempt to errmmmm explain," Beaker said, turning to press buttons on his computer.


"Thank God," breathed Jan.  "His stutter's coming back."


Great minds, Mike silently considered.


The corner display screen lit up and began showing an animated sequence of grouped letters and chemical formulas.


"Fortunately," Beaker explained, "and in spite of the mmmmm blast which dispatched the creature, there was enough genetic material left for me to carry out an analysis."


"Genetic material?" Jan asked.


"Of der creature?" Popkiss added.


"Yes," Beaker replied, turning back to them.  "Mike . . . you and Jimmy and Bill went in search of where the creature mmmmmm originated.  As I recall you---"


"Found nothing," Mike said, nodding.  "We went with some of the plantation workers as far as Lutong.  We could see where the creature had been . . . smoldering steps and stuff . . . but the trail ended at a ruined house."


"To be precise," Beaker said, consulting a slip of paper, "the home of one mmm-gnahhhh Ishwar Bin Tean."


"Yeah."


Beaker nodded, his shoulders slumping.  "And no trace of Tean has yet been found."


"Not a bit.  The police are still searching---"


"They will find nothing.  Tean died last night."


"The creature?"


Beaker sighed and rubbed at his eyes for a moment.  "Mike," he said softly, "Tean was the creature."


"WHAT?"


"Altered . . . empowered and programmed to track down and destroy us."


"Doc . . ."


Beaker nodded up at the display.  "I have been studying the genetic traces of the mmm gnahhhh creature which attacked Mon Repos.  As impossible as it might seem, a definite human genetic trace exists within the code sequence. Further analysis indicated genetic characteristics mmmmmm consonant with people who are native to this ahhhhh climate."


Mike, Jan and Popkiss all had their mouths open.


Mike closed his first.  "Doc . . . how?"


"I am still in the process of ummmm understanding the phenomenon . . . but I now believe that both Tean and whoever attacked the British Museum were transformed into . . . ah!  I shall call them servitors.  Tean and the other were transformed into servitors by exposure to a sophisticated electronic signal."


Popkiss had been wearing a frown.  It now deepened.  "A signal?"


"Yes, dear fellow.  Observe."


Touching another button, Beaker caused the room to be filled with a gently pulsating hum.


"That is as near I can get to producing an mmmmm audio analog to what I've found," Beaker explained.  "By studying the genetic remains of the Tean servitor, I realized that the basic human genetic structure had undergone radical gnahhhhh retrogenetic conversion through some sort of electronic signal which has an effect upon mmmm-gnahhh proteins and amino acids.  This signal is being broadcast throughout the world.


"The signal produces several effects.  It sends instructions to the pituitary gland, as well as the amygdala neurons within the brain.  The signal also alters the function of mitochondria within the body.  The end result is a creature which was once human, but which soon grows in size."


"And der radioactivity?" asked Popkiss.


"The mitochondrial alterations," Beaker replied tiredly.  "Mitochondria converts organic materials into energy in the form of ATP.  It would seem that, after alteration, the errmmm ATP `wildcats' as it were . . . turning each mitochondria into a living reactor which produces energy at the subatomic level, rather than at the molecular."


"Beaker---"


"Professor, I haven't worked it all out yet," Beaker snapped.  


Mike straightened up suddenly.  "Doc," he said, offering the man a cup of coffee.


Beaker nodded gratefully and drank it down.  


"Uncle you must rest," Jan said softly.


"In time," Beaker promised.  "But we are all in the shadow of death.  There will not be too much more time left."


"Endgame?" asked Mike.


Beaker nodded again.  "Precisely.  The creature already has two-thirds of the doomsday device.  All it needs is the third component."


"Creature," echoed Mike.  "But you said there was more than one."


"True."  Beaker held out his cup for a refill, and Jan obliged.  "I suspect that an mmmm original servitor was waiting in the Tomb.  When the Talisman was stolen it was activated and went out to collect it and kill Al-Hayder.  Perhaps the original servitor was a gnahhhh mummified servant of Sargon and, once the Talisman was stolen, it became the first to undergo transformation."


"So this . . . transformation . . . can cause the dead to walk?" Jan asked.


"Only superficially, I think," Beaker replied.  "Remember, I do not have all the facts yet.  I suspect that a further examination of the cuneiform from the Tomb will yield more answers."


"Yeah," nodded Mike.  "Like the one which explains why the first servitor waited all these years after the Talisman was taken to go on the move?"


"Perhaps the activation process was slow," Beaker considered half to himself.  "I suspect that, as perhaps decrepit as it might have been, the original Tomb servitor soon disintegrated after destroying Al-Hayder and taking back the Talisman."


"Und then this . . . mysterious signal . . . created new servitors," Popkiss said.


"Quite," agreed Beaker.  "It's the only thing which fits what few facts I have.  As it were.  Once Dee's mirror was located, a nearby person was converted into a servitor.  Once our position was established, the unfortunate Mr. Tean was converted."


"Doc where's the signal coming from?" Mike asked.


"Ah-hhhhhh.  Finally, an answerable question."  Beaker slowly sipped at his coffee.


Everyone was leaning forward slightly.


"Well?" asked Mike.


"That, Mike, is going to be our next move," Beaker explained.  "I have isolated the signal which is used to create servitors.  In order to pin down the mmmmm-gnahhh exact location of the transmitter, I will need both Supercar and the Gerry-A to fly in opposite mmmm directions."


Popkiss snapped his fingers.  "You plan on locating der transmitter through triangulation."


"Precisely," Beaker agreed.  "Once we've determined the exact location of the transmitter we shall then go and acquire it for ourselves.  Which reminds me, Professor . . . we shall need to break out the AT4 Vipers from storage."


"Vot?  Der anti-armor weapons?"


"Yes.  I believe we have mmmmm two in our inventory."


"Ve do, yah."


"Doc," Mike slowly said, "why will we be needing to carry anti-armor weapons?"


Beaker seemed surprised.  "Oh, didn't I explain?"


"No.  You didn't."


"Oh.  Now who's a fool?"


"Doc . . ."


"It is actually quite simple."  Beaker sipped again from his cup.  "The transmitter for the servitor signal is, in all probability, the mmmmmm Talisman of Sargon itself.  And, in equal probability, it will be guarded."


"Guarded?"


"By servitors.  What else?"

Chapter Nine: "Duel In The Sun"


It had been Beaker's intention to leave immediately in pursuit of the Talisman, but one look at Felicity . . . standing in front of Supercar and ominously tapping a mallet in one hand . . . inclined the good Doctor into accepting the notion that a decent nap would be worth having before leaving for parts concerned.


And, as it were, some minor rebellions had to be put down.


"I neffer get to go on Away Team missions," Berta complained with a pout when the flight assignments were handed out. It had been decided that Mike, Beaker, Jimmy and Jan would travel north in Supercar, while Bill would fly the Gerry-A south, leaving the Professor, Berta and Felicity to oversee operations from the Console Room.


"I'm alvays shtuck behind veneffer der dangerous shtuff happens," Berta continued, following Mike around the hangar.


"You mean like when the monster attacked Mon Repos?" Mike replied. 
"Ach! Dot vasn't dangerous. Der Professor kept me safe."


Popkiss recalled the glowing beast shambling towards the hangar . . . Berta's wide young eyes . . . and breathed a silent prayer.


"But we need you here, Bert," Mike told the girl, accepting another package from Beaker which he loaded into Supercar.


Berta planted her hands on her hips. "Vun good reason vy."


"Simple," Mike said, turning to her. "We need you to remain in Engineering in case the warp drive fails." "Oh?" Berta blinked a bit, considering it.


"Oh! Dot's hokay, den." Mollified, she went off to the Console Room, humming happily.


"You have a touch with women," Jan observed to Mike.


"Some women," Mike admitted. "Trekker girls are fairly easy. Just thank God Berta isn't into Marion Zimmer Bradley or we'd be here all week."


Jan had been briefly surprised to find herself included in the mission, but recognized the necessity once she'd had things explained to her by Mike.


Or rather, by listening to Mike and her uncle Horatio. "So in all probability we'll end up returning to the Middle East, Doc?" Mike had asked.


"Ummmmm-errrrr, quite," Beaker had said, carefully selecting which instruments to take.


Mike had nodded. "Okay. Jan comes along."


Jan had looked up. "Oh? I do?"


"Just presuming, Counselor, that you have at least a working knowledge of the language."


"Well . . . some."


Mike nodded again and looked at Beaker. "And you, Doc? I mean, besides being able to read Assyrian cuneiform?"


Beaker considered the problem. "I can mmmmm order couscous in restaurants."


"Jan?"


"I'll go get my things," Jan said wearily.


"Well really, Pilot!"


With this, and numerous other small details, it was well into the next morning before both Supercar and the Gerry-A rose into the sky.


"Ve'll be monitoring und coordinating tracking efforts, Mike," Popkiss assured him.


"Thanks, Professor," Mike replied with a smile to himself. It'd been interesting to observe how, ever since the `Battle Of Mon Repos', many of the local plantation workers had taken to snapping to attention whenever the Professor now walked by. Whereas before Popkiss had been accepted a simply being an elderly European engineer, the locals were now remembering him at the trigger of a high-powered rifle, facing down a radioactive menace. The rumors were already flying around about how Popkiss had once been a Wehrmacht commando leader, and he was clearly enjoying a higher degree of respect.


"Ve already have Beaker's located transmission locked into Clear-Vu," Popkiss reported. "According to us, der transmitter ist on a bearing of . . . 320.58 degrees."


"Right," replied Mike. "Heading north."


"Going opposite," Bill reported from the Gerry-A. "Full boost."


In the Console Room, Felicity lightly plucked at Popkiss' sleeve. "Should I worry?"


"About vot?"


"About Berta walking around and wearing a large hair clip over her eyes." 
"As long as she doesn't trip," Popkiss assured her.


For an hour both vehicles flew in opposite directions from each other. "I'm out over the Indian Ocean," Bill finally reported. He stared down at his Clear-Vu display. "Doc, I read your dingus at 322.14 degrees."


In Supercar Beaker was nodding to himself, adjusting controls as he gazed at Clear-Vu. "And I see its position from our gnahhhh perspective as well. We are currently approaching Hong Kong, and I am showing a bearing of mmmmm 290.07." Beaker's hands resumed adjusting the controls.


"Base to Supercar. Mike I show---"


"Hold it, Professor. I think the Doc's almost there."


Beaker was still nodding. "Quite! The Talisman of Sargon is currently at mmmm 33 degrees, 16 seconds latitude . . . 40 degrees, 5 seconds longitude." 
Mike looked at the screen. "Out in the desert. Near . . . Ar Rutbah in Iraq." 
Jan was leaning over from the back seat. "And close to the Syrian border," she said humorlessly. "How consoling." She sat back, opened up her own computer and began tapping on the keyboard.


Mike began slowly banking Supercar towards the west. "Estimated time of arrival . . . let's say three and a quarter hours," he said, his hand moving the throttles forward.


"No vote for going back home to bed," a female voice muttered from the back seat.


Next to Jan, Jimmy leaned closer to Mike. "I know this is gonna be a stupid question, but what sort of trouble do you think we'll be running into there?" he asked.


The question elicited a short bark from Jan. "Oh-hhhh . . . hard to say. Besides encountering the odd radioactive beast we should find armed insurgents . . . terrorists . . . Syrian agitators . . . the occasional unsanctioned nuclear-tipped ICBM . . . unhappy Bedouin . . . elements of the United States 3rd Armored Cavalry . . . rabid sheep." Her tapping on the keys became angrier.


"That cheerful report aside," Mike said, "if what the Doc's been telling us has been on the level, things might already be shaken up. Which reminds me." He touched the communications panel. "Bill?"


"I'm here, Mike."


"Soon as you get back to Mon Repos you'd better top off the tanks and follow us in. We might need backup."


"I'm as good as there, Mike. Gerry-A out!"


"`Might need backup'," echoed a voice from the back seat.


"Jan . . ."


"Just practicing my Arabic," Jan replied sweetly. "Necessary words like `help', `don't shoot', `we surrender', `I have a Visa gold card---'"


"I don't think it's going to be as serious as all that," Mike confided to Jim.


"---`I know Omar Sharif personally'."


"But if we especially run into any more of those `servitors' personally, I'm just glad we came loaded for bear."


"Yeah, what about that, Doc?"


Beaker had been muttering over his notes. "Ummm? Yes, Jim?"


"These `servitors' seem pretty durable."


Beaker sighed. "Too true. Keep in mind, though, that the transformation process not only boosts a human being to these mmmmm incredible extremes    . . . it is also destroying the host body in the process."


"Destroying?"


Beaker nodded. "To produce the enormous amounts of energy necessary to give a servitor its powers requires that the host body is driven to lethal levels of cellular and chemical activity."


"The servitors burn themselves out," Mike guessed.


"Quite. The Talisman needs to continually locate and transform people into more servitors in order to carry out its functions."


Jimmy was shaking his head. "More and more I've got to agree with Mike, Doc. The Talisman seems awfully sophisticated for something made by the Assyrians."


"I definitely mmmmm agree, Jim," Beaker said, "which is why I am becoming quite anxious to actually re-acquire it and study it closer. Look here." 
As Mike and Jim watched, Beaker conjured up a page of cuneiform on the Clear-Vu screen.


"I have been reading more and more of the notes left behind in Sargon's tomb," Beaker explained. "According to this section, the servitor transformation process isn't immediate."


"Just a simple translation will do, Doc," Mike prompted.


"Ummm, quite! The Talisman . . . or whatever agency guides its operation . . . wanted to take advantage of gnahhhhhh available resources of native intelligence. So it seems. I made a careful study, and imagine what I found?"


"I can't guess, but I'll bet my last fiver it's in cuneiform."


"It's in this section," Beaker said, producing another page of Assyrian markings.


Mike began digging in his pocket.


"The signal which the Talisman produces begins by possessing the mind of its target," Beaker said, oblivious to Mike's movements. "It can therefore make use of whoever it controls long before the mmmmmm final transformation into the lethal servitor stage takes place."


"Wait," Mike murmured.


In the back, Jan's head suddenly rose from her computer. "That explains it," she declared.


"What?" asked Jim.


"We know that the original servitor had the Talisman," Jan said. "We also know that the servitor at the British Museum grabbed Dee's Mirror. But how did a mindless radioactive thing know to get the Mirror to where the Talisman was located in Iraq?"


Beaker was nodding happily. "You have it, my dear."


"The Talisman possessed someone in the Museum," Jan continued. "That person took the Mirror and . . . I don't know . . . shipped it or mailed it to some location in Iraq. Then the Museum servitor underwent final transformation and killed Professor Symonds."


Jimmy turned wide eyes to Jan. "Wait! You're saying the Talisman servitors are FedExing components of a doomsday weapon to each other?"


Jan shrugged. "It's what I'd do," she said, returning to her computer.


Hours later found Supercar swooping low over the Syrian desert. 
"Satisfactory," Beaker murmured, staring at Clear-Vu. "Most satisfactory. We're closing cleanly on the location of the Talisman."


"Guys," Jan began.


"According to my estimates, we should land some mmmmm sixteen miles further on."


"Uncle----"


"Perhaps we could land here," Beaker continued, tracing a line on the screen with his finger.


"People---"


"That mark looks like it might be a wadi," Mike offered.


"Uncle Horatio---"


"It would mmmm seem so . . . Jan, why can't you sit still? You're worse than your mother"


"I think she sees our destination," Jimmy dryly said.


Mike and Beaker both looked up. "But there's nothing ahead but a column of dark smoke . . . oh dear!"


"Yeah," Mike added, gaining an uncomfortable feeling. As with the others he was now watching a large mass of smoke which was directly in their path. "Doc? Got an explanation?"


"Ummmm, none yet, Pilot."


"How about for them?" Jan asked.


"How about for who?"


Jan simply pointed upwards, and Mike looked up in time to see four sleek shapes race overhead.


"Unless I miss my guess, those will be Snarks of the United States Air Force's 317th Tactical Fighter Group based out of Baghdad," Jan reported, consulting her computer.


Mike and the others watched as the fighters raced on towards the column of smoke.


"That is rash," Beaker slowly said.


The fighters continued on. Then a bright line of light lanced upwards, and one of the fighters exploded at its touch.


Jim hissed between clenched teeth.


Mike gunned Supercar's throttle. "Jan . . . Doc . . . either of you do whatever you can. Contact someone. Anyone. Tell them to get those planes out of there."


Jan leaned far over the seat as Beaker hurriedly began working with the communications panel. "I can link to my computer," Jan said.


"Good," Mike replied, nodding. "Also get in touch with Felicity. If she's got any pull with anyone in the military, have her use it. Doc? You may have to take the controls."


"Errrr-mmmmm yes, Pilot."


"I'm going to hate asking this," Jan said, settling back in her seat and regaining her computer, "but---"


"Jim? Feel like a walk in the desert?"


"You betchum, Red Ryder!"


"I was afraid of that," Jan muttered.


"Doc? You got the controls?"


Beaker rested his hands on the duplicate yoke. "I have Supercar, Pilot!" 
"You're `Pilot' now. Drop to a few feet above the ground. Get us to . . . maybe under a mile of where that beam of light came from. Then slow down a bit."


"Quite."


Behind Mike, Jimmy was carefully wrestling a forty-inch metal tube out from the storage space behind the passenger seats.


Jan was watching, her expression none too happy. "Will this trip be absolutely necessary?"


Jimmy, in the process of pulling another tube out of storage, could do little but shrug.


"Get ready, Mike," Beaker declared, throttling down and reducing altitude. Next to him, Mike touched the control which opened the canopy.


Mike snapped a communicator to his belt. "Jim? Unload first."


"Got it," Jimmy replied, carefully tossing first one, and then the other tube out of the canopy.


Supercar hovered low over the sand and Mike quickly stood up and jumped over the side, landing on the ground. A few moments more, then Jimmy had joined him.


"Just like old times," Jimmy said with a smile.


Mike tried to match his enthusiasm while reaching for his communicator. "Okay, Doc, we're down. Back off a few miles and we'll see what we can do." 
"Please be careful, Mike. Clear-Vu is indicating several radioactive spikes some mmmm one hundred fifty-two to one hundred eighty yards away in your vicinity. Mmmmm bearing to your gnahhhhh, right."


Mike carefully turned in the indicated direction. "Got it, Doc. Thanks. Keep watching over our shoulder."


"Mike?" Jan broke in. "I've managed to make contact with the commander of the squadron who sent the planes. Or, putting it correctly, he's contacted us." 
"And?"


"I think your local colloquialism is `hoppin' ass mad'."


"I get the picture, Counselor. Just tell him to sit on his groceries. We'll be a bit busy here." Mike lowered the communicator, then nodded at Jimmy who was trotting up. He was wearing one of the metal tubes strapped to his shoulder and offered the other one to Mike.


Mike gratefully accepted the Swedish-made AT4 Viper anti- armor weapon and held it at the ready. "Doc says our bogies are over in that direction," he told Jim, indicating the way.


Jim had unlocked the safety on his weapon. "How're we playing this?" 
"Well . . . Clear-Vu had the Talisman spotted two-eighths of a mile further along behind those dunes. I'm going to cut left, and you take the other side. Let's keep in shouting and seeing distance and work slowly that way."


Jim slowly nodded and moved off.


Hefting his own weapon, Mike began moving, keeping low and trying to use the nearby dunes for cover.


This is how I like to spend my days, he thought to himself. Wandering across a hostile desert, tracking doomsday weapon components and avoiding getting fried by a superpowered giant programmed by a centuries old jewel.


I need a vacation.


He stopped, listening, and heard a distant hissing sound which seemed to be slithering about ahead of him.


Would the Talisman transform snakes? Or did the hissing indicate something like . . . heat energy melting the desert sands?


"Jim?"


"Over here," came the reply from Mike's right. "You hear it?"


"Yeah, I . . . HOLY----"


Mike ducked as something roared low and swift over him. It was one of the Snarks, and the ground all around heaved as explosions rocked the sands.


As Mike straightened he suddenly saw a glowing humanoid figure slowly rise up several hundred feet ahead of him. The source of the hissing sound, and its glowing head was even now tracking the departing fighter.


"Stupid . . . stupid . . . STUPID . . ."


Shouldering the Viper, Mike carefully aimed. His finger squeezed the trigger just as the servitor let loose with a radioactive beam of light into the sky. With a roar the rocket left its protective tube and raced across to the servitor.


The rocket hit the beast and the shaped charge warhead detonated. Designed to penetrate four hundred millimeters of tank armor, the warhead was more than enough to cause the glowing creature to disappear in a ball of flame. 
"Overkill," Mike muttered. "Gotta love it."


Dropping the spent tube he quickly jogged over towards the area where the column of black smoke beckoned, unclipping the communicator from his belt. "Doc? Doc?"


"Mmmm-gnahhh here," Beaker's voice replied through a haze of electronic fuzz. "You seem to have eliminated mmmmm one of the servitors."


"Yeah," Mike replied, still jogging. "I'm heading in the direction of the Talisman and need a new fix."


But the static grew and Mike could no longer hear Beaker's voice. "Doc?" 
He adjusted the knobs on the communicator, but the static didn't clear. Reaching the top of a dune, Mike turned and could barely make out the shape of Supercar near the horizon. As he watched it turned and began heading towards him.


The static on the communicator continued to grow and Mike switched it off. Turning he looked to see if he could spot any sign of the Talisman . . .


And met a scene straight out of a nightmare. He could now clearly see the source of the billowing smoke. It seemed to be four or five tanks. It was difficult to be sure. All he could make out was the smoldering and melted remains of what were once state-of-the- art armored fighting vehicles.


At least until they had met something out here in the desert.


Mike shook his head mournfully. The tanks could've destroyed the servitors easily if they'd known what to hunt for. But the servitors had probably been lying in wait, and those energy beams had a considerable distance . . .


Servitors!


Plural!


Meaning more than one . . . and Mike had just destroyed one . . .


And he slowly turned as a hissing sound grew in intensity close behind him. 

Chapter Ten: “By The Sun Controlled”


The servitor was slowly rising up from behind a dune only twenty or so feet away. Clearly as large as the dimensions in the Tomb had indicated. What was once a human being was now an enormous grotesque mass of hissing fire, the flickering strobe of its head slowly turning to stare at Mike.


Mike had seen it before. He had seen the resting place of the original in the Tomb. He had seen the video from the British Museum, and had overflown the one which had attacked Mon Repos. This one, however, was very close.


And it was his alone.


He reasoned that this was why his stomach felt like iced oatmeal, even as he felt his skin blistering, and he took several steps back as he unholstered his M9. If the beast wasn't throwing off a ton of heat then he was probably picking up one king-hell dose of radiation.


Felicity was going to be very upset with him . . . and Mike hoped he'd live long enough to hear her complaints.


Taking careful stance he shook the sweat from his brow and raised his pistol. It was all useless. Popkiss and the others at Mon Repos had unloaded a storm of automatic weapon fire at a servitor, and the thing had kept on coming. But he knew he couldn't outrun the servitor's energy beam. He also knew that the servitors weren't invulnerable. If they were hit just right . . .


Yeah, he thought. With a fuel-air explosive or an anti-tank rocket.


He carefully aimed for the servitor's head. At the same time he felt the hairs rising on his flesh . . . as if something electrical was gradually being produced between him and it. The servitor's hissing began to grow in intensity.


I'm not gonna think of an epitaph, he thought. Someone else's job.


His finger began tightening on the trigger.


"Mike . . . Down!"


His pilot's reflexes worked and he immediately dived as the sky roared. Then his surroundings were rocked with an explosion, and he was thrown head over heels as part of a blast which included fiery fragments, and what seemed to be every particle of sand in the Syrian Desert.


He staggered up from the impromptu dune he found himself buried in, his head still ringing and his lungs coughing out an additional pound or two of the desert. His body felt as if it had undergone a thorough workout by a former Bulgarian weight-lifter turned massage therapy student . . . but, much to his amazement, he was still holding onto his pistol.


The servitor was gone, replaced by a smoking section of desert.


And Jim Gibson, the now spent tube of his Viper launcher still smoking, was running towards him.


His eyes were wide. "You weren't really gonna go up against that thing with just a pistol, were you?"


He and Mike stared at each other for several moments. Then Mike, breaking into low laughter, moved closer and caught the younger man in a large hug.


"Bless all Gibsons and the horses they ride in on," he murmured. "Thanks, man."


"No problem," Jimmy replied with a smile.


Another roar, the sands whipping about them, and both men instinctively ducked. But it was only Supercar coming to hover closer.


"I say," Beaker's voice said from the communicator on Jim's belt, "that was mmmmm rather close, wasn't it?"


"I like my shaves close," Mike replied, working to brush the sand off of him. 
"Ummmm quite. Mike, we must move quickly. More military are approaching from the east. And we have managed to attract the attention of the mmmm-gnahhhh Syrians."


"Definitely need to make ourselves undistinguished," Mike said, looking around. "But we still need to find---"


"The Talisman?" Jim replied with a smile. He held up a hand to reveal the emerald. "I almost tripped over it coming to shoot your servitor. Apparently the servitors had placed it between them."


Mike was shaking his head. "I guess I didn't check the calendar. I wasn't aware today was `Gibson Saves The World' Day." He looked up at Supercar, accepting Jim's communicator. "Doc, we've got the Talisman. As soon as you can land we can bid adios to these charming surroundings."


"Satisfactory. Most satisfactory."


Supercar began settling closer to the ground, and Jan's voice appeared over the communicator. "He's going to clean up a bit, isn't he?


"Mike sighed. "Thank you, Counselor, I'm feeling fine."


"I just meant the upholstery and everything . . . oh, forget it. I say anything I'll get into trouble."


* * * * * * *


"Now this is more my idea of a mission debriefing," Mike commented as he lazily raised a drink to his lips.


"Too bad we can't stay longer," Bill commented, and Mike was inclined to agree. After all, one of the advertised benefits of the Taj View Hotel in Agra was that it was situated only two miles from the timeless beauty of the Taj Mahal. Both it and its gardens were easily visible to the Team members as they sat around a large table on the patio.


The Gerry-A, with Supercar safely stored inside, was currently relaxing at Kheria Airport, and Bill Gibson was reunited with the group (or "Beaker's Rangers", as Jim had fallen into the habit of referring). The younger Gibson now glanced over at his brother. "I thought you'd seen the Taj before."


"I've flown in and out of Agra before," Bill replied with a shrug. "But you don't get to do much tourism on some of the assignments I've had." He copied Mike's action and sipped at his drink. "I got to tell you people, though, this Supercar business is cake by comparison."


"Mmmm," murmured Jan, "then next time you can fly near Syria and face radioactive monsters."


She was bent over her computer, studying whatever it was she was working with in connection with Beaker, who had his own computer out, as well as several of the scientific instruments he had packed away in Supercar.


The Talisman of Sargon lay on a portable examination table between them, and Mike once again gave the patio a careful lookover. It was indeed a good idea to rendezvous with Bill in India, but the idea of sitting around a hotel with an enormous emerald in plain sight carried with it an air of recklessness. He remembered the expression on the face of the waiter who'd come to take their drink orders.


A huge emerald was bad enough. A huge emerald which apparently had the ability to transform people into radioactive monsters, well . . .


But the stop in India had been decided upon not only because Beaker wanted a chance to rendezvous with Bill and the Gerry-A, but also because he felt that a return to Mon Repos would immediately result in all concerned parties being marched off to a medical ward by Felicity.


"She errrrrr-ummm means well," Beaker admitted, "but there's 
work to be done."


Mike now glanced over at Beaker, trying for the umpteenth time to count the furrows in Doc's brow, and failing miserably. "So what's the story, Doc?"


"Incredible," Beaker softly breathed.


"I like that," Bill commented. "A nice, pithy answer."


"I'm inclined to agree," said Mike, "but I'd still like a bit more information." He glanced again at Beaker. "Doc?"


"The sophistication of this mmmm jewel is astounding. It is, as we speak, transmitting in all directions, using an ultra low frequency setting of gnahhhhh 387 hertz."


Bill leaned closer. "How?"


"Quite amazing," Beaker replied. He touched the Talisman. "Look here. These dark streaks visible within the emerald."


"Yeah."


"When I first possessed the Talisman years ago I had passed off these markings as impurities within the mmmm stone. Upon closer examination, though, and with more sophisticated instruments, the impurities turn out to be traces of gnahhhh silicon."


"Silicon."


Beaker nodded. "Natural silicon which, when properly aligned, form radio frequency emitters."


"Aligned?"


Another nod. "The configuration of the errr-mmmm Talisman is not as it was when we first encountered it. Recall how I mentioned the Talisman being composed of gnahhh separate segments. Segments which could be rotated to create new configurations."


"Yeah."


"Apparently it has happened. There are markings visible on the edge which were not before."


"The cuneiform fragments you found earlier."


Beaker nodded enthusiastically. "I am now in the process of mmmm translating the new markings."


"But Doc . . . what the heck powers it?" Mike tapped at the Talisman, letting his fingertip move down to where the smooth black disc of Dee's Mirror formed a base for the emerald. All attempts to separate the Talisman from the Mirror had failed.


Beaker, still staring at his computer, appeared thoughtful. "Recall, Mike, how the Talisman was meant to be Sargon's doomsday device.""I think I'm pretty up on that, Doc."


"The Talisman was mmmm originally meant to remain safe in the Tomb."


"That's two for two."


Now it was Jan who sighed and looked up at Mike. "So you take the Talisman out of the Tomb and this entire business of a doomsday machine is automatically started," she said tiredly. "Question for the class: what's different between the inside of the Tomb, and the outside?"


Mike stared into the large brown eyes for several moments before he felt the coin finally fall. "Oh my God!"


Jan nodded, "Quite," and returned to her work.


Mike looked up into the sky. "Sunlight!"


"Quite," echoed Beaker.


"Sunlight?" Jim asked.


"So simple," Mike said, turning to the others. "The Talisman's some sort of solar powered device. Am I right, Doc?"


"Mmmmmm, on target, Pilot."


"As long as it was in the darkness of the Tomb everything was fine. But Sargon knew that, if his empire fell, the Talisman would eventually be removed. This happens . . . sunlight then starts to fall on the emerald---"


"And everything starts going blooey," Bill murmured. "Fantastic."


"The crystalline configuration of the gnahhhh Talisman," Beaker explained, "along with the presence of the silicon traces, lead me to conclude that the Talisman is in fact an enormous solar cell. It is taking energy from the Sun to power its systems."


"Apparently," added Jan, "the layers of the emerald have realigned themselves to provide for greater absorption of solar energy, as well as improved efficiency in its broadcast of the servitor signal." She nodded over at Mike. "You'd asked why it took so long after the Talisman was removed from the Tomb before the servitors began appearing. From what Uncle has been able to determine, we now think the Talisman needed to build up a certain level of energy before it could begin transmitting the servitor signal."


Mike was nodding. "Okay. So. I'll go ahead and play the Village Idiot role here. We've got the Talisman and Dee's Mirror. Two thirds of Sargon's doomsday device. Why don't we simply smash the emerald?"


Jan sighed. "Uncle? Your baby."


"In the first place, Mike, a natural emerald occupies a place on the Mho scale of hardness between eight and eight point five, which places it below---"


"Diamond and corundum in terms of hardness, yeah I should've 
remembered. But still---"


"In the second place, we are not dealing with an mmmmm ordinary emerald. My tests have shown that, as the Talisman layers realigned, the overall gnahhhh structural density of the emerald has increased, making it virtually----"


"Invulnerable," Mike murmured. "Why do I suddenly get this mental picture of Berta Karsendorf discussing hobbits and magic rings?"


Bill leaned close. "May I?" he asked and, receiving no dispute, carefully picked up the Talisman. He sat back with it, staring into the green depths of the jewel. "So we can't just bury it, or drop it in the ocean . . ."


"Berta would suggest a volcano," Jim said.


Mike nodded, "She would, wouldn't she?"


"We could do that," Beaker slowly said, his eyes fixed on his computer. He glanced over to read something off of Jan's screen, then nodded and returned to his own work. "But I fear the Talisman has acquired enough solar power to continue its work. Even if we were to bury it, keep in mind that it is broadcasting at a frequency which can penetrate solid stone. As long as it can create servitors 
it will, eventually, be brought to carry out its ultimate work."


Bill was slowly turning the Talisman over. "So we can't smash it. What about a drill?"


"I am mmmmm currently working on a computer model to determine if a drill bit composed of GB-173X can do the job."


"GB---"


"Carbon composite film mated to a diamond matrix," Jan explained. "Arguably the hardest substance known to modern science. The good news is that a drill bit composed of this stuff might, and I stress might, be able to cut the Talisman.”


"And the bad news?"


"To produce a drill bit for our specific need would require some," Jan frowned at her computer screen, "eighteen months of development at a price of   . . . forty-two billion dollars. Roughly."


"Would they take a check?" Jim asked.


Bill continued studying the Talisman. "Okay, what about a laser?"


Beaker sighed and Jim groaned softly. 


"What'd I say?"


"You want to shine an industrial laser at a crystalline lens which, currently, is backed by an obsidian mirror, feel free," Jim explained as gently as possible. "Just give me time to get out of the way."


"Oh," Bill considered. "Ouch."


"Ouch indeed," Beaker murmured. "And by the way, Bill, I admire your staunch fortitude in mmmmm placing yourself in harm's way along with the rest of us."


"Part of the arrangement, Doc," Bill replied blithely. But there was something else in the tone of Beaker's voice and he frowned. "And what have I done now?"


"Actually it's gnahhh my fault for not realizing it sooner."


"What?"


Beaker sat back and rubbed at his eyes. "I had wondered how the servitors knew where to locate and attack those who came into contact with the Talisman. Obviously everyone who touches the Talisman becomes a target."


Bill hastily put the Talisman back on the table.


"I'm afraid it's mmmm too late, Bill. If the Talisman is able to produce a radio signal capable of taking over the minds of people and transforming them, then producing a similar signal which could scan the DNA of anyone who handled it would be nnnnnnn child's play."


"And, once it was able to create servitors?" Mike asked.


"It could gnahhhhh presumably scan the entire globe for the target DNA signatures, and create servitors near enough to carry out assassinations."


Mike now noticed how he wasn't the only one looking around. But, so far, no huge glowing figures were shambling about the landscape.

"Whoa Mohammed!" Bill suddenly said."


I say!" echoed Beaker.


Mike turned back but it still wasn't a servitor. Instead, attention was focused on the Talisman. The emerald was currently lying in a pool of sunlight at the edge of the table. As everyone watched the jewel seemed to flow. Or rather, upon a closer look, Mike could make out layers within the emerald turning by themselves.


Wrapping a napkin around his hand, Mike moved to push the Talisman out of the sunlight.


"It's too late, Pilot," Beaker was saying, his eyes bulging more than usual. "And it wasn't just Bill's handling of the Talisman. I suspect enough power has been acquired for the Talisman to undergo another programmed realignment."


"Y'know what really hurts?" Bill asked. "Emeralds are my birthstone."


Everyone continued to watch as the Talisman segments continued revolving within themselves.


"It could be doing anything now," Mike commented.


The segments finally stopped their movement, and Beaker snatched it up, moving it to where he could focus a large magnifying lens on it.


"Yes-ssss," he murmured. "As I suspected. Satisfactory. Most satisfactory."


"You found the off switch," Mike said.


"Unfortunately, Pilot, your flippancy, although adequate for purposes of morale, falls flat in matters of mmmmmm accuracy."


"But you said `satisfactory'," Jim pointed out.


"True." Beaker looked up. "My original suspicions were that the final component of Sargon's doomsday weapon was located somewhere in the Far East. The new realignment of the Talisman confirms my suspicions. I now have an idea."


Mike fought hard to keep his immediate reply firmly in his cheek. He knew the Doc was on to something important.


"We must now hurry with all mmm-gnahhh haste to the location of the third component," Beaker announced, tapping rapidly on his keyboard. "I am in the process of updating our files for Clear-Vu."


Jan was leaning her head on a hand, staring at her uncle. "And hopefully, pray, we will not be heading for anyplace as lethal as the Syrian Desert."


"Oh quite, my dear. In fact we shall be mmmmm, heading in the opposite direction."


"How lovely. And might one inquire where our destination is?"


"Ummm-gnahhhhh . . . Changbai Shan."


"Changbai Shan," Jan echoed. "Keep going."


"Ummm . . . to be precise: latitude 42 degrees, 11.8 minutes North by longitude 127 degrees, 50.2 minutes East. Given allowance for precise deviation of mmmmm objective."


"Uh huh. One more time."


"Ahhhh-mmmmm . . . near the border between China and North 
Korea. Yes."


"Yummy," muttered Jan, burying her head in her hands.

Chapter Eleven: "As Below . . ."


"China!" Beaker said with gusto, gesturing at the countryside below. "As the poet remarked: `There's a joy without canker or cark . . . there's a pleasure eternally new . . . `tis to gloat on the glaze and the mark . . . of China that's ancient and blue!'"


"North Korea!" Jan replied, pointing towards the south. "As the CNN remarked: `Loaded with nuclear weapons . . . sophisticated anti-aircraft systems controlled by trigger-happy paranoids . . . watched over by unsympathetic Orwellian bureaucrats who eat Westerners for breakfast'!"


"Jan's version didn't rhyme," Jim remarked to Mike.


Mike was inclined to agree, although he wasn't currently of a mind to make literary comments. He was concentrating on watching both the surrounding sky, as well as Clear-Vu for signs of unfriendly activity.


So far things had worked in their favor. After leaving India they had flown through Nepal, using the Himalayas as cover. Breaking free into the wilderness of Tibet, Bill Gibson had made an enormous show of slowly moving the Gerry-A into a high slow arc back towards Pakistan, hoping to attract any and all interested radar systems. While this occurred, Supercar slipped out of the back of the craft and dived for the ground.


What followed next was several hours of the sort of flying Mike knew he'd remember to his dying day . . . swooping low over the ground and keeping an eye on Clear-Vu in order to avoid Chinese radar as much as possible. Leaving the Tibetan Plateau, Mike had guided Supercar around mountains and followed rivers, jumping to cross the lake at Gyaring Hu before making the relative safety of the Kunlun peaks. From then it was a hot, high-speed burst across the Gobi wastes, slipping through the Hinggan Mountains before losing Supercar (hopefully, he thought) among the jungles and swamps and wet farmlands south of Qiqihar. Then it was simply a matter (!) of following the waters of the Songhua south towards the Korean border. This had been especially rough, what with the river being populated with fishing boats, villages and such.


Flying at night helped. Flying without exterior lighting had reduced Supercar to a swift shadow which raced overhead; Mike keeping the speed just high enough to be comfortable with maneuvering the bends and twists in the river. Clear-Vu kept him appraised of the sweeps and active zones of local radar.


The Chinese apparently knew someone or something was in the area. Clear-Vu was picking up occasional spikes of activity in the air defense radar. And Jan had spent time listening to intercepts from the People's Liberation Army Air Force. According to her, J- 10's and Sukhoi Su-30MKK's were being launched on "sector scrambles" throughout the entire Jilin region of China.


Mike kept reminding himself to trust in the naturally stealthy characteristics of Supercar. He had to, finding it difficult to handle the controls with crossed fingers.


"Last time we tried something like this," he said to Jim, "I remember we used a storm to help us slip across China unseen."


"Yeah," Jim replied, "and look where that ended up."


"True," Mike mused, adjusting Supercar's course slightly to avoid the outer edge of a radar search lobe. He began easing back on the control yoke, taking Supercar higher. "I sort of wonder how Lotus Blossom and her father are doing?" 
"Oh yeah. I get e-mails from her every so often. Ho Meng is still alive---" 
"Wow!"


"---and is using the temple as a local Internet node for the surrounding area. And Lotus Blossom's currently in Hong Kong, working for OOCL."


"Good for her."


"I know I'm getting a reputation for being a complete Miss Grumpyboots," Jan began.


"`Specially since you're so good at it," Mike muttered.


"Pardon?"


"I meant go on."


Silence for a few moments, then Jan continued. "I meant that I hate interrupting Old Stories Week on the Gibson/Mercury Channel, but isn't that mountain up ahead the landmark we're looking for?"


Everyone looked up to see a high snow-capped peak becoming visible in the light of the approaching dawn.


Next to Mike Beaker nodded. "Yes-sssss. Behold: Mount Paektusan. At nine thousand feet the highest point in all Korea. It is the legendary birthplace of mmmm Tan-gun, the mythical founder of Korea."


Mike was eyeing the distant mountain, finding the sight rather attractive. "So how close are we getting to Korea, Doc?"


"Just a moment." Beaker consulted the computer he had open in his lap, occasionally glancing over at Clear-Vu.


"Here, Pilot," he finally said, pointing to a spot on the Clear-Vu screen. "Our destination is this flat area halfway up the eastern slope of Mount Batou. There will be a small lake, what is called a `longtan pool'. We will be landing on the southern edge of the lake."


Mike looked where Beaker was pointing. "About thirty or so miles further on." He looked up to compare the visual destination with what was displayed on Clear-Vu. "You seem to know pretty much where we're heading, Doc. Can you give us more of an idea as to our destination?"


"`Qi bao jian xing'," Beaker intoned solemnly.


In the back seat Jan frowned. "I think your pronunciation's off, Uncle---" 
"Well, really---"


"---but are you saying `Health Star Stone'?"


"Yes," Beaker replied. "You'll recall that the first two components of Sargon's doomsday device have been mmmm artifacts of some archaeological significance."


"The Talisman and Dee's Mirror," Mike said, nodding. "Right."


"So it only seemed logical to presume that the third and final component would be of equal gnahhhh importance."


He nodded at the mountains ahead of them. "There have been legends that, on the eastern slope of Batou, the gods placed an enormous stone which could heal diseases. I believe that, with the help of the errrrr-mmmm carvings in Sargon's Tomb, I have determined the stone's whereabouts."


"A healing stone is part of a doomsday weapon?" Jim asked.


"I admit the reality is mmmm-ahhh difficult to grasp, Jim. But, considering our adventures so far---"


"We're hardly in a position to doubt," Mike finished. "Check your straps everyone. I'm swinging around to find a landing spot."


Turning Supercar, Mike flew closer to the snowy side of the mountain. Eventually his eyes found the blue spot of a lake. "That's a pretty clearly defined circle, Doc."


"Longtan pools are actually mmmm extinct volcanic craters."


"Okay. I see the southern side of the lake. Lots of boulders and stuff . . . but it looks pretty flat over on the shore. I'll set us down there."


Throttling down, Mike cruised in low over the waters of the lake, finally reaching the rocky southern shore. Slowly he reduced power on Supercar's jets, coming to rest between the lake and the edge of the boulder field.


Everyone was looking at the same thing: an enormous rock the size and shape of several railroad boxcars strung together. Gleaming white in the rising sun it rested fifteen meters away. Its sides had apparently been carved smooth. Too smooth, by Mike's reckoning, to be blamed on natural weathering or erosion. 
The small altar-like cairn of stones standing off to one side helped add to the idea that the giant rock wasn't natural.


"Well . . . let's stretch our legs," Mike finally said, opening the cockpit. 
"Quite," Beaker replied, gathering up his instruments and clambering out of his seat. Mike and the others waited until the Doc had jumped down onto the ground before following.


"Not exactly hospitable," Jim said, looking around as he climbed out.


Mike was helping Jan out. "I noticed that. No paths or trails or anything." Looking up he regarded the slope of the mountain with a careful eye. "I'm betting mainly that, over the years, any paths that led here were covered by rockslides, or worn away by ice."


"You would be correct in your assumption," Beaker remarked. He was standing nearby, carefully playing a hand held scanner back and forth over the giant rock. "I searched the mmmmm database which the Professor and Berta were kind enough to upload. The legends of the Health Star Stone tend to fade after the middle of the errrrrrr last century."


Jan wiggled the kinks out of her joints, looking around. "I thought it'd be colder up here."


"Heat rising from within the mountain," Beaker replied, still studying his instruments. Slowly shaking his head he moved closer to the Health Star Stone, removing a metal probe from his belt.


"Did someone say something about volcanoes?" Jan asked.


"Someone also said something about `extinct'," Mike replied. "There's possibly still heat rising from within the Earth, though. I bet if we investigated we'd find it causes occasional avalanches and such. That's what probably caused the paths up here to be destroyed."


With Jim and Jan in tow, Mike went to where Beaker was delicately scraping away at the Health Star Stone with his probe.


"Oh dear," they heard him mutter. "Oh dear, dear, dear . . ."


"Doc?"


Beaker raised a hand for silence and stood there, thinking calmly. He then went to the far end of the Stone and spent some moments staring at it, frowning. 
"Mike . . . the Talisman, please."


Mike and the others joined him, and Mike passed the emerald over to Beaker. The Doctor's attention was fixed on a circular opening located almost at eye level in the Stone.


As the others watched, Beaker carefully raised the Talisman up to the opening, then quickly pulled it away.


"As I feared," he murmured.


"Doc . . ."


"Precisely eighteen point four centimeters."


"Doc . . ."


Beaker shook his head roughly, then stared at the readout on a small electrical device. "A clear sixteen kilobecquerel reading." Reaching with his probe he lightly scratched at the stone, then studied the device again. "Yes. Quite the culprit. Oh dear."


Mike tried one more time. "Doc . . . please."


"Pardon?"


"If we're supposed to be running about and screaming, then we'd like to know."


"Mmmmm yes. I understand." Beaker lowered his head for a moment, thinking to himself.


He then looked up. "This mmm-gnahhhhh stone, by my estimate, weighs some three hundred and six thousand pounds. Say . . . some one hundred and fifty three tons."


Mike nodded. "Big rock. OK."


"It is, in fact, more than just a mmmm big rock. It is, to be precise on the matter, an irregular cube composed almost entirely of gnahhhhh plutonium." 
"Plutonium?"


"With some expected mmmmmm impurities."


"Doc, you're saying we're standing next to a hundred and fifty tons of plutonium?"


"The risk of contamination is not severe," Beaker assured them. "Actually, to be precise, whereas the majority of the stone is plutonium, it is covered by an outer patina of other minerals and such. Shielding it, as it were."


"That's a relief."


"Unfortunately, Mike, it is not."


"Here comes the bad news," Jim muttered.


"Quite," Beaker agreed. "I have reasoned out how Sargon's doomsday weapon works."


"Wait," Jan suddenly said, looking up over her shoulder.


But Mike and the others had also heard the sound of approaching engines and, as they watched, they suddenly saw a Rhino swoop into view out of the sky. 
By rights it should've carried the markings of the People's Liberation Army Air Force. But it was painted black and silver, and its hull carried a far more ominous logo.


Mike sighed. "Gang . . . gang . . . the Hell's all here. Jim?"


Jim nodded, his hand copying Mike's as both men unsnapped their holsters.


Everyone watched as the Rhino came to a landing near Supercar. Its cargo ramp then lowered, allowing four men to rush out and assume protective positions, two on either side. Each man carried a machine gun which was pointed at the Supercar group.


A few more moments, and a familiar bloated figure in a wheelchair was being carefully eased down the ramp with the aid of an equally familiar companion.


As he drew closer, Masterspy's face blubbered into a semblance of a smile. "So nice to see you again, Mister Mercury." His eyes flicked over the others. "And the good Doctor Horatio Beaker. Welcome back, sir, to the land of the living." 
Behind him, Zarin stepped to one side, revealing the handgun he firmly held in one hand.


"This is hardly what I'd consider an mmmm auspicious meeting," Beaker said, scowling. "You have much to answer for, sir."


"I was hoping for at least some praise from you," Masterspy replied slowly. "You should at least congratulate me for being clever enough to determine from the evidence given to me in St. Louis where this meeting would occur." His eyes strayed for a long moment to the Health Star Stone. "And it would seem I have arrived in time."


"Whatever mmmm advantage you may hope to acquire," Beaker said, "you must disavow. The facts lead to only one conclusion: the presence of a device far too powerful to fall into the hands of any one person."


Masterspy switched on his chair and rolled closer to the Stone. "What I know, Doctor Beaker, is that this . . . object . . . is somehow connected to the ability to convert ordinary people into near-indestructible soldiers capable of great power." He turned to face Beaker. "I too can study ancient texts. I learned of the old legends of how those who came here could be cured of diseases simply by coming into contact with the stone."


Beaker sighed. "The mild amount of radioactive leakage from the stone could conceivably eliminate some mmmmm ailments. Perhaps shrink tumors or such. But the actual benefits would be haphazard at best. Especially when one contemplates the gnahhhhh catastrophic nature of its true purpose."


Masterspy's eyes narrowed. "And that purpose would be?"


"Doc, don't," Mike said.


But Beaker was shaking his head. "Even Masterspy would be unable to make full use of such a weapon."


"And what weapon do we refer to?" Masterspy asked.


In answer Beaker raised his hand, showing the Talisman.


"Ahhhhh." Masterspy's eyes widened. "So the rumors were indeed true." 
"Then let me tell you that my instruments are currently recording a gradual build-up of energy within the Talisman," Beaker explained. "I suspect that, very soon, the Talisman will be obliged to release this energy."


He went back to the circular opening at the stone's side. "The Talisman, now locked into Dee's Mirror, is designed to fit into this opening. When that occurs, at the proper moment, the Talisman will release its stored charge of energy down a narrow chamber which passes through the mmmmmm long axis of the stone.


"I have not studied entirely, but I suspect that, at the far end of the narrow chamber, there is a mirrored surface similar to what now is attached to the Talisman. Regardless of the construction the intent, I feel, is to convert this entire assembly . . . stone, Talisman and Mirror . . . into a gigantic particle accelerator." 
Everyone was staring at him.


"This entire block of plutonium will, in effect, have its entire electrical charge reversed at the atomic level."


Jim's eyes widened. "Holy . . ."


"We will be left with one hundred and fifty tons of raw antimatter!" 
Masterspy leaned back against his seat, his skin becoming deathly pale through the discolored blotches.


Mike wasn't feeling too much better. "What you're saying, Doc---"


"I'm saying that, when such an event occurs, the contact of the antimatter with the positive matter here will result in a detonation on the estimated order of mmmmmmm one hundred and eighty seven million megatons. An Extinctor event! Half the atmosphere on this planet would be ripped away, destroying all life. The other half would soon die due to the catastrophic side-effects of the blast."


Masterspy seemed to be thinking to himself, while Zarin hovered uncertainly about.


It was Jan who moved closer to Beaker. "Then it's obvious. We can't move the Health Star Stone, but we can keep the Talisman separate from it. Let's pack up into Supercar and get out of here."


Mike nodded and turned towards Supercar, but froze at the sound of four machine guns being cocked and readied. Moving as carefully as possible he turned back to see Masterspy's escort now pointing their weapons more obviously at him.


Zarin, in the meantime, was slowly moving towards Beaker. And the Talisman.


Mike felt a familiar itch in his palm. The one closest to his pistol.


"Don't be a fool," he told Masterspy. "You just heard the Doc's explanation. Sargon's weapon is a giant doomsday bomb. Even you couldn't make use of it." 
"Perhaps not that," Masterspy replied silkily. "But there is still the matter of the process which creates these fantastic radioactive soldiers."


"And eventually kills them," Jim said. "They burn themselves out."


"True," Masterspy admitted, "but not before managing quite a bit of havoc against everything from armored vehicles to jet fighters. Perhaps with proper testing . . . laboratory controls . . ."


Beaker clutched the emerald tighter to his chest. "The Talisman is mmmmm far more sophisticated than you possibly realize," he told Masterspy. "It would not allow for anyone to use it beyond its programmed function."


"In fact," Mike said, looking around, "I'm surprised it hasn't created a servitor to come here and set off the bomb."


"One will eventually arrive, I'm sure," Beaker said. "Keep in mind the distance and mmmm inaccessibility of the area."


"Servitor." Masterspy seemed to taste the word. "A clever name for so formidable a threat."


"Perhaps you'd like to copyright it," Jan said icily. "Perhaps you're planning on offering them to the international arms market."


"I am saying, Miss Farnsworth, that the process could certainly benefit from . . . shall we say . . . further tests? Under controlled conditions?"


"Back at Masterworks, I presume?"


Masterspy slowly spread his hands. "I admit to possessing sufficient laboratory space. Of course the good Doctor Beaker would be more than welcome to assist in the research."


"Of course," Jan nodded sarcastically. Shaking her head she turned her back to them and walked away several paces.


"You can't do anything with this process," Mike warned Masterspy. "Like the Doc said, the Talisman's only goal now is the detonation of the doomsday bomb. It'll get in your way if you try anything different. It'll do whatever it takes to finish what it set out to do."


"There are ways," Masterspy declared. He turned back towards Beaker. "Surely, Doctor, you can see the necessity of carefully studying such an incredible find. This ability to alter human form. An ancient emerald possessing the sophistication of a super-computer."


"Not to mention Sargon's weapon," Jim added.


"We can take steps," Masterspy replied. "We can, for instance, blow apart or carve apart the plutonium block here. Render it useless as a component for this bomb of Sargon's."


Mike crossed his arms. "Oh yes. And in the meantime, while we're doing all of this, what do we do about the Red Army? The Chinese are suspicious to our presence here. We won't be able to tear apart the Health Star Stone before they show up. And then what happens when they come into possession of all the components for the bomb?"


A small beep drew everyone's attention back to Beaker. He was frowning down at an instrument clipped to his belt.


"Whatever we decide we must mmmmm decide rapidly," Beaker announced. "Not only is the Talisman continuing to draw energy, but I've just registered a spike in its broadcasting. It is doing something."


Masterspy shook his head. "This bickering is pointless," he said and made a signal. At once the four gunmen began moving closer.


Mike and Jimmy both drew their own pistols.


"Gentlemen," Masterspy purred, "you are two armed against five."


Mike leveled his pistol. "Five guns divided between us . . . and our two guns aimed at the same target."


Masterspy looked from Mike to Jim, seeing how both pistols were squarely aimed at his head.


His men and Zarin were well-armed, and excellent shots. A signal needed only to be given.


But still . . .


"There is no need of this," he finally said. "We are racing against time. Regardless of what you think my motives may or may not be, you are correct Mister Mercury. Very soon now the Red Army will be here. We must decide on a reasonable course of action and be gone long before that happens."


"The Red Army will not be a problem," Jan suddenly said.


Masterspy glared at her back. "You will forgive me, dear Miss Farnsworth," he said, his voice honey thick with derision, "if I do not automatically share in your confidence."


"The Red Army will not arrive in time to affect the outcome here," Jan continued.


She had everyone's attention now.


"What do you mean, Jan?" asked Mike.


In answer Jan slowly turned to face them, and everyone could see how her eyes were glowing with increasing radiance.


"All the components are now in place," she announced tonelessly. "The weapon will be constructed. The planned annihilation of all life on Earth will occur on schedule in exactly one hour,


"Three minutes,


"Fourteen seconds from now." 

Chapter Twelve: ". . . So Above" (Conclusion)


Mike took a cautious step forward. "Jan . . ."


But she was already turning towards the four men who made up Masterspy's "Honor Guard". They had been in the process of raising their weapons at Jan, and Mike could clearly see that triggers were about to be pulled. 
"Don't---"


A sharp electric whine . . . the tang of ozone in the air . . . and jagged bolts of greenish light suddenly played between Jan and the gunmen. With screams and shouts of pain they immediately collapsed to the ground.


She now turned towards Beaker. Or, perhaps more precisely, towards the Talisman he still clutched close to him. Another whine began to fill the air. 
Masterspy barked one word. "Zarin."


Zarin's eyes were bloated with fear, but he raised his pistol at Jan.


And Mike was too far away to interfere other than to shout "Wait!"


But Jim was closer, and faster, and he immediately caught Zarin in a tackle which would've done honor to a Rose Bowl game.


Jan, or whatever she was becoming, assessed that the threat had passed and once more began advancing on Beaker. Her eyes were glowing brighter, her hair beginning to rise.


This isn't happening, Mike thought. Not like this. Not Jan.


Beaker had stepped back against the bulk of the Health Star Stone.


"She must not get possession of this," he declared and tossed the Talisman before diving in the opposite direction.


And Mike's hands reached out automatically to catch the emerald. So far so good . . .


But Jan's attention was now turning towards him. Once again Mike could feel the growing surge of power he'd experienced back in the desert while facing the servitor. But this time it was wearing Jan's face.


My worst nightmare, he found himself thinking. A lawyer with a doomsday weapon.


Jan was now raising an arm, and Mike realized he was in for a stronger jolt than the one which had incapacitated the gunmen.


"Fight it, Jan. C'mon . . . please."


Her lips parted slightly, and a low hiss escaped from them as she continued approaching.


Okay, thought Mike. Time for plan two. "Jim!"


Jim had rolled away from Zarin and was on his feet in time to reach out and take the Talisman as Mike threw it high over Jan's head. "Don't let her get it," Mike shouted.


Jan was already turning towards Jim, and Mike could swear he saw tiny arcs of electricity now passing about her body.


Beaker had reached his pile of instruments and was desperately searching through them. "Mike . . . distract her."


Like telling him to face an armored division holding only a Stop sign . . . but Mike shook his head and advanced towards Jan's back. She continued on towards Jim who was backing away in the direction of Masterspy's Rhino. 
Reaching her, Mike placed a hand on her shoulder, and suddenly grimaced as he felt an electric shock. He tugged hard . . . and suddenly found himself staring into the hot shining dynamos of her eyes. Her expression was twisting into something backed by raw hatred and she hissed louder.


Mike could feel the field she was somehow generating, and knew she was gathering whatever power she had for a lethal blast. Taking a step back he linked his fists and, in a single sweeping move, slammed them both hard across her face. The sensation was like striking the side of a refrigerator, and Mike felt as if he'd broken something.


The hissing was replaced by a sharp howl of pain, and Jan was thrown back a bit. She was still standing, though, and she now reached out with a hand to touch Mike. So concentrated was she on her task that she didn't see Beaker suddenly come up from behind and drive two hypodermic needles hard into her back. Another howl from her . . . this time longer and more agonized . . . and then she stared up at the sky for a few moments before collapsing onto the ground in a heap.


Mike and Beaker automatically knelt alongside her, and Mike watched as Beaker carefully removed the needles from her back. "Doc?"


"I was experimenting with some of the Kyoryo fungal extractions," he explained. "What I gave Jan was a double dose of something I had hoped would act as an mmmmm tranquilizer against any servitors we'd meet. I didn't know it'd be her." He slowly shook his head. "I didn't know it'd be her."


Ignoring the pain in his hands, Mike gently touched Jan's wrist, ignoring the mild electrical shock he experienced. "Doc . . . her pulse rate's racing."


Beaker was pressing a small device to her neck and he nodded. "Yes. The transformation is taking place. The Talisman has already possessed her mind. Soon now she'll become a complete servitor." He shook his head. "Mike, the dose I administered to Jan should've dropped an elephant in its tracks. She'll revive soon." He looked up into Mike's face. "Very soon."


"Then what do we do, Doc? Tell me."


"I had not . . . foreseen this," Beaker said mournfully. "I suspected a servitor would appear. I wasn't anticipating the Talisman would assume control over one of us. Now who's a fool? A great, grasping fool?"


"Doc . . ."


"I don't know, Mike," Beaker replied. "I felt that, if worse came to worse, we could outrun a servitor. Keep the Talisman away from it long enough for it to burn itself out." Shaking his head he continued his examination of Jan.


Mike glanced up to see Masterspy, Jim and Zarin moving closer. "The gunmen are stunned," Jim reported. "They should get medical care soon, but they'll be out of it for a while."


Masterspy rolled his chair closer to where he could look down at Jan. "So she is becoming one of the Talisman's servitors, Beaker?"


Beaker nodded, not looking up. "Right now, if my theories are correct, every cell in her body is reshaping itself. Her liver is producing intensive amounts of plasminogen which is aiding in the remodeling of her cellular structure. She already possesses the ability to generate intense electrical fields. Very soon now the nuclei in her cells will become unstable, and she'll start to generate subatomic particles. Not only generate, but be able to direct them with her electrical field. She will be programmed with only one thought: possessing the Talisman and activating the doomsday weapon, and destroying anything or anyone which stands in her way."


"So what do we do, Doc?"


Beaker was slowly shaking his head. "The process is irreversibly guided by the Talisman. I have nothing which can help her."


Mike's mind was racing. "We could get her to a hospital. Beijing, maybe. We could even get her to Hong Kong if we hurry."


But Beaker was still shaking his head. "No medical facility in the world can reverse this, Mike."


"At least we can get the Talisman away from here," Jim said. "Maybe---" 
"That would indeed delay the mmmm final construction of the bomb," Beaker admitted, "but it wouldn't help Jan. In a few hours her body will consume itself. Before that happens, though, she'll revive. She'll kill all of us to possess the Talisman."


Masterspy had been murmuring to Zarin. "So," he now said, "the inescapable conclusion is that we are all at peril as long as Miss Farnsworth lives."


"That is true," Beaker muttered. He then looked up at Masterspy. "Why?" 
"There is another solution we should consider." Masterspy nodded to Zarin who stepped closer, his pistol in clear view.


"You said it yourself," Masterspy slowly purred. "Miss Farnsworth's body will soon consume itself, and the process is irreversible."


"If you are thinking---"


"The life of one person, who is already doomed, against the lives of every person on this planet."


Mike felt himself tensing as he judged the distance between him and Zarin. "Killing Jan wouldn't stop the Talisman from producing another servitor," he said. 
"True," Masterspy said, "but with Miss Farnsworth . . . out of the way . . . we are left with more time to solve the larger problem of the doomsday weapon." 
Zarin remained silent, but his hand clicked back the action on his pistol.


In one move Jim had his own gun out and centered on Zarin.


"I'm looking for an excuse," he told Zarin in a low voice. "Just give me one." 
"Be reasonable, Gibson," Masterspy barked. "It is unfortunate, but true. Miss Farnsworth has become a casualty. Or do you truly wish to see her end her days as a radioactive monster?"


Mike bent back down towards Beaker. He could feel his breathing becoming harder. "Doc . . . please."


"I'm thinking," Beaker snapped. He closed his eyes, his brow crinkling.


Mike forced himself to be quiet. But Zarin was still standing close by, his attention moving from Jan to Jim and his pistol ready.


Mike forced his breathing to slow down. "Doc---"


"Mike, please."


"Listen. You said the Talisman is controlling Jan's transformation, right?"


A nod.


"We can't destroy the Talisman, and taking it away from here wouldn't save Jan. Could we somehow . . . I don't know . . . shield her from the Talisman's influence?"


"If I had time," Beaker replied sharply. "In time I could, perhaps, put together some sort of shelter which could block the Talisman's influence. But I don't . . . have . . . time!"


Mike became silent, both he and Beaker kneeling over Jan. He looked down at the peaceful face, seeing it twitch every so often. Hearing the low ragged breathing coming from her lips. Seeing the little beads of sweat glistening on her forehead.


Something the Doc had said . . .


Mike's eyes widened. "Doc."


Beaker murmured.


"The Talisman. You said it was a solar battery, correct?"


"Yes, Mike." Beaker seemed irritated by the question.


"And it's been building up a charge sufficient to set off the bomb, right?" 
Beaker now looked up to meet Mike's stare. "Correct."


"Follow me on this. We can't destroy the Talisman. But, as indestructible as it is, it's still a battery. What happens when you overload a battery?"


Beaker's eyes slowly narrowed. "Yes-sssssss."


"It explodes, right?"


"Yes, it does."


"According to you the Talisman's at peak charge now. So if we give it more juice---"


"It should reach its gnahhhhh theoretical storage limits." Beaker's face suddenly plunged back into despair, though. "But Mike . . ."


"Doc."


Beaker was slowly shaking his head. "The Talisman feeds on power from the sun. I am a brilliant man, Mike . . . very brilliant-- -"


"I know, Doc---"


"---but I cannot make the Sun shine any brighter!"


Mike and Beaker stared at each other over Jan's form.


"I can't," Beaker declared brokenly.


They continued staring at each other.


"But maybe I can," Mike suddenly said, quickly straightening up and running towards Supercar.


Beaker watched him go, a light slowly dawning on his face. "Yes, Pilot. Most satisfactory!"


Mike jumped up onto the hull, turning to the others. "Jim . . . Talisman."


Jim pitched the emerald into Mike's waiting hands. Then everyone watched as he jumped into the cockpit.


"What is that fool doing?" Masterspy asked.


"What he does best," Beaker answered, reaching for the communicator at his belt.


Inside Supercar Mike carefully fastened the Talisman securely within the safety harness of the passenger seat. He then turned to the controls. "Charging engines."


Holding a hand to his ear, Beaker spoke into the communicator as the air filled with the familiar whine of Supercar coming to life. "Beaker to Console. Come in. Emergency!"


* * * * * * *


At Mon Repos Popkiss leaned towards the console. "Beaker? You've been out of contact---"


"Professor, please. This is an emergency. Listen. We need to alter the environmental monitoring subroutine for Supercar so that it registers the amount of solar radiation which enters the cockpit. Fast!"


There was a time to ask for more details, and Popkiss knew this wasn't it. Instead he nodded at Berta who was already seating herself in front of an adjacent computer console. "Go to operational two-way telemetry," he told her. "Access life support systems . . . access internal monitoring subroutine . . . access radiation."


Berta's fingers began dancing rapidly across the keys, her free hand racing a mouse all about its pad, the tip of her tongue pressed between her lips as she concentrated.


Beaker's voice spoke again. "Also . . . Mike is going to try and attempt to reach space in Supercar. We're running on standard fuel. Check telemetry and work out an immediate staggered ramjet/EMH burn profile."


It took Popkiss all his strength to swallow the ton of questions he had and begin work, his fingers soon competing with Berta's for speed.


* * * * * * *


"Full boost vertical," Mike announced, moving the control levers.


Supercar rose smoothly into the sky. A pause, and then it began tilting upwards. When it almost seemed to hang vertically in the air its main engines thundered into life, sending a powerful jetwash down. By the time the others on the ground recovered, Supercar was already a rapidly shrinking red dot high above them.


Inside the cockpit, Mike watched his instruments, his hands fixed on the control yoke. "EMH powerplant at full," he announced. "Ramjets receiving full cross-feeding boost. Speed: passing Mach one and increasing. Altitude: four miles and climbing."


He could feel himself start to press back into his seat. Well, he reasoned to himself, it was going to get worse before long.


As if in answer, the Clear-Vu screen suddenly announced: GROUND-TO-SPACE BURN CONFIGURATION ESTABLISHED. ALL PROPULSION SYSTEMS COORDINATED.


Taking a deep breath, Mike rested his hand on the main throttle.


"Okay, ladies," he murmured, "here's where the Kid goes for gold."


He pushed the throttle hard over.


Immediately aft of Supercar the sky erupted into thundering brilliance. 
Mike's body pressed more firmly backwards, and he glanced over to see the Talisman still snug within the harness in the adjacent seat.


SPEED: MACH 4/INCREASING, Clear-Vu announced. ALTITUDE: 60 MILES/CLIMBING. CROSSFLOW BOOSTING AT MAXIMUM.


* * * * * * *


At Mon Repos Berta suddenly flung her arms high into the air. "Finished." 
Popkiss nodded, his eyes watching a swiftly moving blip on a computer generated display.


* * * * * * *


SPEED: MACH 11/INCREASING. ALTITUDE: 152 MILES/CLIMBING. 
Mike was of the opinion that it hadn't been this bad when he had flown into space to recover the capsule which had been carrying Mitch. But that was using a special fuel, and a different orbital insertion path. This was a fast and dirty job. The cushions of his chair were doing their level best to keep him comfortable, but he could still feel the acceleration building on him.


SPEED: MACH 15/INCREASING. ALTITUDE: 191 MILES/CLIMBING.


As carefully as he could, Mike moved the control yoke, turning Supercar so that the cockpit was receiving the full light of the sun.


He glanced again at the Talisman.


"C'mon," he muttered. "C'mon."


* * * * * * *


"Console to Beaker," Popkiss said. "Mike should soon be reaching the exosphere. The amount of solar radiation entering the cockpit should soon start to increase."


* * * * * * *


Beaker lowered his communicator, looking down at Jan. Already her eyelids had started to flutter, ready to open at any moment.


* * * * * * *


SPEED: MACH 23/HOLDING. ALTITUDE: 341 MILES/CLIMBING.


It was taking something of an effort to remain focused. But the engines had reduced their thrust as Supercar continued rising and reaching escape velocity. 
"Console to Supercar."


Mike realized he was holding the controls in an iron grip and he forced himself to try and relax a bit. "Supercar to Console . . . good to have you along, Professor."


"Listen. I understand you need to increase der amount of solar radiation into der cockpit. Use der touch controls on Clear- Vu. Select der cockpit polarization function und you can override der solar reflective setting."


Mike quickly obeyed. All around him the transparency of the cockpit panels seemed to increase, almost as if the material had vanished.


"Mike, you should be getting increasink levels of solar radiation now."


A flash of light caught Mike's eyes and he looked to see a flickering radiance deep within the body of the Talisman.


"Ahhhh, I think it's working, Professor."


As Mike continued to watch the Talisman began to glow brighter. He wasn't sure, but it seemed as if the cockpit was becoming hotter.


"Console to Supercar. Mike---"


"Yeah, Professor, it's definitely working."


"I vas going to say you're suddenly registerink a marked increase in thermal radiation in the cockpit."


"I can see it," Mike replied. And smell it as well. Wisps of smoke were beginning to rise from the area of upholstery the Talisman was sitting on. Mike began worrying if the straps would hold or start to burn away.


The Talisman itself was flickering brighter and brighter, becoming increasingly painful to look at.


"Mike . . . radiation readings rapidly goingk off der scale--- "


"I see it, Professor." Leaning over, Mike grabbed at a small yellow lever attached to the passenger seat, giving the handle a sharp turn.


WARNING, Clear-Vu announced. PASSENGER SEAT EJECTION SYSTEM ARMED.


Mike began breathing hard, his mouth wide open. Making sure his hand was still on the yellow lever he closed his eyes tightly shut.


This is still gonna hurt, he thought, pulling hard on the lever and quickly leaning away, cupping his hands tightly over his ears.


A bang . . . a hard jolt and a sudden roar which was abruptly cut off.


Clear-Vu announced WARNING: DECOMPRESSION IN COCKPIT.


Then: PASSENGER SEAT JETTISONED.


And Supercar began tumbling gently away as the passenger seat moved through space in the opposite direction. A few moments passed, then a brilliant explosion occurred, sending glittering green sparks in all directions.


But Mike saw none of this.


* * * * * * *


He was falling in darkness.


Sensations pressed here and there and he squirmed, now feeling uncomfortable. He grimaced, wondering why he was waking up.


Something . . . memories . . .


There was nothing ahead of him to see. It was all darkness. Even as the pains continued to grow inside of him nothing was registering on his eyes.


Okay, he thought, so Heaven is dark. Maybe I can live with that. But I would've liked some warning. And why do I have a headache?


He shook his head, trying to feel better, and finding out that it only made things worse.


Okay, Heaven, he thought. Get things straightened out, please.


He tested his arms, feeling them move. Feeling the ache in his joints.


There was also something like a voice.


Oh . . . here comes an angel. Good. Maybe now things can get organized. 
"Console to Supercar. Please respond.


" Wow . . . the angel sounds just like the Professor. Heaven's gonna be weird.


"Console to Supercar . . ."


It occurred to him that his surroundings weren't so much dark as much as there seemed to be something blocking his vision. Raising his hands to his face he felt a mild crustiness matted throughout his lids that he carefully pulled away at.


I'm in Heaven and I feel gross, he silently grumbled. And why am I tasting blood? The angel's gonna have to let me take a shower before I go anywhere else.


"Please respond, Mike."


Something seemed to appear before him and he squinted, trying to concentrate. Red lights. Some of them blinking. He shook his head, wincing again at the pain, and concentrated more.


Wow . . . and Heaven looks just like the cockpit of Supercar.


"Console to Mike. Please respond."


It was gradually dawning on him that perhaps he wasn't dead after all. Or, if he was dead, he reasoned that he shouldn't feel like a piece of taffy fresh out of the machine.


But if he wasn't dead, then what was going on?


Shaking his head again he tried to stare harder at the red lights. Yes . . . it was the console of Supercar. Many of the instruments were registering malfunctions or indicating that systems were no longer operating.


He looked up and all around. Darkness.


But a big friendly blinking light on the Clear-Vu screen was demanding his attention and, still tasting blood, he forced himself to stare at the message: EMERGENCY COCKPIT SHUTTERS IN PLACE. EMERGENCY OXYGEN FEED ACTIVATED. COCKPIT REPRESSURIZED TO 3.8 PSIA.


Oh yeah. Something about shutters clicking into place and sealing the cockpit if the hatch was ever blown at extreme altitudes. Wow, my head hurts. 
"Console to Supercar. Mike . . ."


He forced his jaws to open, realizing that he had recently bitten hard on his tongue. He tried to make a sound, working his injured tongue into words. "Supercar to Base."


Or at least that's what he tried to say. But what came out was a croak in bad need of oiling.


"I don't know, Beaker," Popkiss' voice was saying. "Ve just heard somethink, but I'm not sure."


He tried again. "Professor."


"Mike?"


He nodded, then realized no one would see that. "Yeah."


"You're alive!"


"I don't know," Mike replied hoarsely. "Honestly I don't." He blindly reached for the communicator controls. "There's a funny sort of screeching in my ears." 
"Ach! Dot's Mitch, Felicity und Berta all jumpink up und down und screamink happily."


"I might do some screaming myself." Feeling absolutely horrible, Mike reached out and touched several switches. "I'm trying to reboot systems. What's happened?"


"I'll switch in Beaker's frequency," Popkiss announced.


"Mike," the familiar voice soon came in. "You did it!"


"I guess so, Doc," Mike said, his eyes throbbing. "I didn't see any of it."


"We all saw the explosion high in the air from where we were," Beaker announced. "The Talisman was overloaded and destroyed."


"I can sympathize with it. How's Jan?"


"Her vital signs are returning to normal, praise God."


"Okay." Feeling like crying in pain, Mike let himself lean back against the cushions of his chair, working on catching his breath.


"Mike," Popkiss said, "ve're tracking you at a speed of five miles per second, at an altitude of three hundred und thirty eight miles."


"Yeah," Mike replied wearily. Forcing his eyes opened he stared at the console. The red lights were, one by one, being replaced with green as the various systems for Supercar revived themselves. "Kids, I've practically blown all my fuel doing this stunt."


"Ve see that," Popkiss replied. "Berta und Beaker are workink out a gradual re-entry profile, makink use of speed reducing turns to conserve remaining fuel." 
Mike nodded painfully. "Works for me, but I'll definitely need some help with landing. The way I feel now it's gonna take a good pilot to bring Supercar in safely."


* * * * * * *


Back on the mountainside, Beaker was smiling fondly down at the communicator in his hand.


"Yes," he murmured. "A Very Good Pilot."

Epilogue


What with Mike needing time to recover fully from what Beaker referred to as "extreme barotrauma", it was weeks before a formal celebration could take place. And, even then, Mike was obliged to be carried down to the dining room by Jim and Bill.


His body was a mass of bruises, his left eardrum had been punctured and, for several days, there was a worry that he would go permanently blind in his left eye. But between Beaker, Felicity and the (swiftly summoned) staff of a trauma team from a Kuala Lumpur hospital, Mike was carefully nursed back to health. 
"This is health?" he had declared after seeing himself in a mirror.


"It could've been mmmmm worse," Beaker told him. "Fortunately the emergency systems operated and gnahhhhh resealed the cockpit in time. Another eight seconds and you would not have recovered."


"What's really embarrassing is that there was a perfectly good oxygen mask stowed in the cockpit. I could've saved myself a big helping of grief if I'd just remembered that."


Beaker looked thoughtful. "You might've had mmmmm other considerations in mind."


Now Mike managed to smile as he saw how the dining room had been decked out in his honor. A huge banner hung from the ceiling and proclaimed WELCOME BACK SPACEMAN.


Balloons and streamers were everywhere, and the table was loaded with a mixture of Felicity and Popkiss' best culinary collaborations. Even Mitch was caught up in the spirit of things, insisting on pressing a handful of dates into Mike's palm.


And Jan . . . fully recovered and back to normal . . . was smiling as she helped adjust Mike into the place of honor reserved for him at the table.


"I have champions beneath my roof," Felicity said joyfully, her hands clutched below her chin. "Champions!"


She was taken by a sudden impulse to hug Mike but, noting his bruises, changed course and threw her arms around Popkiss, squeezing him tight.


Mike was feeling more comfortable than he'd been in quite some time, and the waiting food was actually causing an appetite to appear. He still felt like an old stretch of country road, but at least he could sleep in his own bed without being in pain.


He turned as Jim tapped on a glass and stood up. "As part of the ongoing celebration," Jim said, "I have an announcement for our hero."


Everyone watched as he unrolled a scroll. "This is a certificate from the FAI. As we all know, Mike's trip into space appeared on quite a few radar screens. As such it has been determined that he currently holds the Class K world record for fastest ground-to-orbit ascent."


"Is that why I feel like the bottom of a trash dumpster?" Mike murmured as the room broke out into cheers. "Thanks, Jim," he said in a slightly louder tone, accepting the document.


Everyone settled around the table to eat and offer numerous toasts in Mike's honor. For his part, Mike hoped the bruises on his face were hiding the redness he felt he was feeling from being so fussed over.


He looked across the table at Jan, trying to fit the picture of the scrubbed and brightly dressed beauty with the murderous creature he'd left behind on a Chinese mountainside. Beaker had privately informed him that the only lingering side-effect from the Talisman's control was some extensive peeling of her skin as her cells slowly reverted to normal function.


If her skin was peeling, Mike noted, it wasn't showing from where he sat. 
Jan noted Mike's attention and smiled again at him. She then noticed how Berta had been staring at her, then staring at Mike, then back at her. "Little One, was ist est?"


Berta jumped slightly at being caught staring. "It's . . . it's . . ." She shook a hand in the air. "Nah, it's nothink."


"It certainly didn't seem like nothing."


Berta seemed to reach a decision. "Vell den," she said firmly, "Mike saved your life."


Jan slowly nodded. "True . . . true. And I'm very grateful for it too."


"Dot's it? Just grateful?"


She now had the attention of everyone else. "What else is there?" Jan asked.


Perplexed, Berta now waved both her hands in the air. "I mean you vere in danger, und Mike saved your life. You vere der Damsel in Distress, und Mike vas der Big Hunky Shtud."


"I'm not certain I'm quite following you, Bert."


"Ach . . . I don't know."


"Wait a moment," Mike said. "Big hunky what?"


"I think she spells it s-h-t-u-d," Jimmy helped out.


Exasperated, Berta tried again with Jan. "You could at least be more . . . I don't know. More . . . grateful." She suddenly dug fiercely into her pudding, muttering sourly.


Jan sat back. "Ohhhhh. You're thinking I need to show more gratitude to Mike."


Berta continued eating.


"You think I should give him a distressed damsel's traditional thanks." 
"Vouldn't kill you," Berta mumbled.


Jan nodded half to herself. "I'm exceedingly grateful that Michael has saved my life, Berta. But I'm sure he would've done the same for anyone in my situation."


"That's right," Jimmy replied, nodding. "After all, Mike didn't ask to be kissed by Eileen Sligo after they were tied up together by those smugglers for Lord knows how long."


"Quite true," nodded Mike.


"He didn't ask to be kissed by that Duchess he rescued off of Borneo." 
"Absolutely," said Mike.


"Or those three flight attendants from that crashing airplane."


"Thank you, Jim."


"Or that girl in the ripped bikini who was threatened by the shark."


"Thank you . . . Jim."


"Or the daughter of that banker in Chicago who swore she'd never love anyone else."


"Thank You Jim!"


"Was it three flight attendants, or was it eight? There were so many in that crowd . . ."


"Jim!"


Jim looked over to see Mike making a quick slashing motion across his throat.


"Just trying to help," Jim said, smiling as he tucked into his meal.


For her part, Jan was wearing a long wicked smile. "I am certain," she slowly said, her eyes on Mike, "that Mike is a mature and sensible gentleman who does not automatically expect each and every female he saves . . . and the list seems to be rather extensive . . . to swoon into his arms and present personal favors---"


"I vouldn't mind his big shtudly hunky lips," a small German voice murmured.


"And I wouldn't want to totally forswear my role as someone who desperately needed help."


"Back up a moment. What did she say?"


"S-h-t-u---"


Jan was dabbing at her lips with a napkin. "I am, of course, mindful of my debts," she declared, gracefully rising up from her seat. "More than anyone else, I agree that the books must be balanced. But first things first."


Berta blinked up at her. "Hmmm? Vot?"


"Before anything else," Jan said, still smiling at Mike, "there's the matter of someone giving me a solid sock on the jaw with his fists."


Touching gently at the aforementioned jaw, Jan softly blew a kiss across the table at Mike before turning and slowly leaving the room.


Berta turned to the others, question marks in her eyes. "So vot? Der whole thing's over und no one gets smooched?"


"I wouldn't look for it anytime in the immediate future," Mike said. "I suspect she'll have other things in mind long before anything like that happens." He grimaced. "I just hope she's a sport and gives me warning before she takes a swing at me."


"Well I must say I fully agree with Berta," Felicity remarked. "After all we've been through, and she goes and plays the ungrateful wench."


Mike sighed and reached for his ice cream. "Felicity, if a punch on the jaw is all that's left to endure after this whole business, then I'm willing to face it." 
"Well, really!"


"That's how I prefer my crises," Mike said. "Manageable."

The End!
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